INSHIF 


BAMA’S BACK! 
DERRICK HENRY 

ANDTHE TIDE 
RETURN 


SIGN. 
MY. 
PETITION. 


LARRYCULPEPPER.COM 


DR PEPPER is a registered trademark of Dr Pepper/Seven Up, Inc. ©2015 Dr Pepper/Seven Up; Inc. 


PETITION 


by Larry Culpepper 


I, Larry Culpepper, should present the National Championship Trophy 
to the winner of the College Football Playoff. 


01.04.16 


Baker Mayfield 
reins supreme 
in Norman. 


WEEK 1 THE THINGS WE THOUGHT WE KNEW 
Ohio State can’t lose! And other surefire locks we 
got wrong four months ago. BY RYAN McGEE 


WEEK 1 HOW THINGS PLAYED OUT 
The CFP top four ebbed and flowed ... and ebbed 
and flowed again. BY LUKE KNOX AND RACHEL ULLRICH 


WEEK 2 NEVER COUNT OUT BAKER MAYFIELD 
Passed over at Texas Tech, the Oklahoma QB took 
the starting job and ran with it. BY ELIZABETH MERRILL 


WEEKS 3 & 4 HOW THE PAC-12 WAS LOST 
Stanford beat USC, which beat Utah, which beat 
Oregon, which beat Stanford ... BY HALLIE GROSSMAN 


WEEK 5 WELCOME TO THE DANCE 
How Dabo Swinney and Clemson did the Dab all the 
way to the top. BY RYAN McGEE 


WEEK 6 AS THE CAROUSEL SPINS 
Stoops on the hot seat?! Sark fired?! Edsall out?! 
Spurrier retires?! BY IVAN MAISEL 


WEEK 7 SO YOU’RE SAYING THERE’S A CHANCE 
No playoff team played with fire more than Sparty. 
Here’s how it lived to tell the tale. BY BEN ARLEDGE 


WEEKS 8 & 9 A PAPER TIGER NO MORE 
“Clemsoning,” the annual act of coming up small, 
has officially been redefined. BY GUS ELVIN 


WEEKS 10 & 11 “I LOVE DERRICK HENRY” 
The Alabama running back achieved the impossible. 
He made Nick Saban swoon. BY DAVID FLEMING 


WEEK 12 MARK DANTONIO WILL WAIT YOU OUT 
Don’t look now, but the Spartans are a perennial 
powerhouse. Finally. BY BRETT FORREST 


WEEK 13 SEEDS OF DOUBT 
Eight-team playoff? Not so fast, Stanford. [And 
lowa. And Ohio State. And ND.) BYANTHONY OLIVIERI 


WEEK 14 GOALTO GO 
College Football Playoff, Year 2: All the numbers you 
need to know. BY SHARON KATZ AND LAUREN POE 


2 ESPN 01.04.2016 PHOTOGRAPH BY DYLAN COULTER 


GROOMING BY TERESA LUZ 


FORWARD 


SIN THE NAME OF THE FATHERS How 
Russell Wilson kept the faith in Seattle’s 
darkest hours. BY TAFFY BRODESSER-AKNER 
18 THE PROSECUTION OF THABO 
SEFOLOSHA After a police run-in, the 
Atlanta forward became the civil rights 
symbol he didn’t want to be. BY SCOTT EDEN 
30 GREATER HEIGHTS Snowmobiler 
Colten Moore looks ahead while reflecting 
on a life lost. BY ALYSSA ROENIGK 


COLUMNS 


84 THE TRUTH 
The best way to learn from the Red Sox’s 
racist history? Talk about it, don’t erase it. 
BY HOWARD BRYANT 


CHAMP ZOMSHIP 
ORIVE, 


SOONERS 
UaniaT tera 


COVER PHOTOGRAPHS, CLOCKWISE FROM 
TOP LEFT: WATSON, MAYFIELD AND COOK BY 
DYLAN COULTER; HENRY BY JOHN LOOMIS 


ESPN THE MAGAZINE 


VP, EDITORIAL DIGITAL & PRINT MEDIA PATRICK STIEGMAN 


EDITOR IN CHIEF, ESPN THE MAGAZINE AND ESPN.COM 
CHAD MILLMAN 


EXECUTIVE EDITOR SCOTT BURTON 
CREATIVE DIRECTOR, DIGITAL & PRINT MEDIA CHIN WANG 
DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY KAREN FRANK 


SENIOR DEPUTY EDITORS DAN KAUFMAN [INSIDER], 
NEELY LOHMANN, JOHN B. MORRIS 
DEPUTY EDITORS RAINA KELLEY, ED McGREGOR, 

RIC NEEL, OTTO STRONG, TY WENGER 

SENIOR EDITORS LaRUE COOK, CRISTINA DAGLAS, 
JUSTIN ELLIS, MICHAEL HUANG [INSIDER], PAUL KIX, 
REBECCA NORDQUIST, JASON SCHWARTZ 
GENERAL EDITORS TONY MOSS [INSIDER], 
BRENDAN ROBERTS [INSIDER], DAVID WILSON 
ASSOCIATE EDITORS MATT DRAPER [INSIDER], 
B 
R 
s 
c 


m 


n 


EN FAWKES [INSIDER], TIM KAVANAGH [INSIDER], 

OSS MARRINSON, RACHEL ULLRICH 

ENIOR WRITERS SAM ALIPOUR, SHAUN ASSAEL, 

HRIS BROUSSARD, HOWARD BRYANT, CRAIG CUSTANCE, 
WAYNE DREHS, DAVID FLEMING, BONNIE D. FORD, 

BRETT FORREST, PETER KEATING, TIM KEQWN, MINA KIMES, 

M KURKJIAN, RYAN McGEE, ELIZABETH MERRILL, 

BUSTER OLNEY, STACEY PRESSMAN, ALYSSA ROENIGK, 
RAMONA SHELBURNE, KURT STREETER, WRIGHT THOMPSON, 
PABLO S. TORRE, DON VAN NATTA JR., KEVIN VAN VALKENBURG, 
SETH WICKERSHAM, STEVE WULF 
STAFF WRITER DOUG McINTYRE 
WRITER/REPORTER HALLIE GROSSMAN 

CONTRIBUTING WRITERS MORTY AIN, JORDAN BRENNER, 
MARIN COGAN, SCOTT EDEN, KATE FAGAN, TOM FARREY, 
ALLISON GLOCK, LZ GRANDERSON, CHRIS JONES, 

JACKIE MacMULLAN, J.R. MOEHRINGER, ROBERT SANCHEZ, 
ELI SASLOW, TIM STRUBY, TOMMY TOMLINSON 


ART DIRECTORS RAMI MOGHADAM, ERIC PAUL 
ASSOCIATE ART DIRECTORS LUKE KNOX [INFOGRAPHICS], 
MUNEHITO SAWADA 
SENIOR DESIGNERS CHRISTOPHER DELISLE, 
LINDA ROOT POUDER, PAUL WALLEN 


SENIOR DEPUTY PHOTO EDITOR NANCY WEISMAN 
DEPUTY PHOTO EDITOR JIM SURBER 

SENIOR PHOTO EDITORS KRISTINE LaMANNA, 
STEPHANIE WEED 
GENERAL PHOTO EDITOR NICK GALAC 

ASSOCIATE PHOTO EDITOR KAITLIN MARRON 

ASSISTANT PHOTO EDITOR RACHEL WEISS 

PHOTO RESEARCHER JOHN KLEIN 

CONTRIBUTING PHOTO EDITOR KRISTEN SCHAEFER GEISLER 
CONTRIBUTING PHOTOGRAPHERS STEVE BOYLE, 

DYLAN COULTER, ANDREW CUTRARO, JOSH GOLEMAN, 
PETER HAPAK, JOHN HUET, NICK LAHAM, CHIP LITHERLAND, 
JOHN LOOMIS, BENJAMIN LOWY, NARAYAN MAHON, 

CHRIS McPHERSON, MILLER MOBLEY, RICHARD PHIBBS, 
JOE PUGLIESE, MARTIN SCHOELLER, GREGG SEGAL, 
CARLOS SERRAO, PEGGY SIROTA, DUSTIN SNIPES, 

GEORGE STEINMETZ, ART STREIBER, ROB TRINGALI, 
WILLIAMS + HIRAKAWA, PETER YANG 


RESEARCH CHIEF GUEORGUI MILKOV 
RESEARCH OPERATIONS MANAGER DALE BRAUNER 
RESEARCH MANAGER JOHN MASTROBERARDINO 
RESEARCHERS/REPORTERS BEN BRADLEY, CARL CARCHIA, 
GUS ELVIN, JIM KELLER, DOUG MITTLER, ANTHONY OLIVIERI 
SENIOR RESEARCHERS BEN ARLEDGE, MAYA A. JONES, 
ASHLEY MELFI, MAX TYLER 

RESEARCHERS SACHIN DAVE CHANDAN, DYLAN P. HANLEY 


DIRECTOR, EDITORIAL OPERATIONS 

CHRISTIAN SEAN ROGERS 

COPY DESK CHIEF STEVE GORDON 

SENIOR COPY EDITORS KERRI PEDERSEN, 

KATHRYN SHERER BRUNETTO 

COPY EDITOR JAY SPIEGEL 

EDITORIAL OPERATIONS MANAGER JONATHAN WANK 
EDITORIAL OPERATIONS COORDINATOR DAVID ORTIZ 
OPERATIONS COORDINATORS TARYN AYOTTE, JED DAVIS 


ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR, COMMUNICATIONS 
CARRIE KREISWIRTH 


ESPN.COM 

EXECUTIVE EDITOR/PROGRAMMING PATRICIA MAYS 
EXECUTIVE EDITOR/INTERNATIONAL KEVIN JACKSON 
EXECUTIVE EDITOR/NEWS OPERATIONS DAVID KRAFT 
SENIOR DEPUTY EDITOR/ENTERPRISE & COMMENTARY 
JENA JANOVY 

DEPUTY EDITOR/INVESTIGATIONS CHRIS BUCKLE 
SENIOR EDITOR/ENTERPRISE & COMMENTARY 
MICHAEL PHILBRICK 

GENERAL EDITOR/ENTERPRISE & INVESTIGATIONS 
LORI HIGGINBOTHAM 

EXECUTIVE EDITOR, PERSONALIZATION DAVID ALBRIGHT 
DEPUTY EDITOR, REVENUE OPERATIONS 

CASSANDRA WATSON 


EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT, DIGITAL & PRINT MEDIA 
JOHN KOSNER 


ADVERTISING 
VICE PRESIDENT, GLOBAL DIGITAL AND PUBLISHING SALES 
ZACHARY J. CHAPMAN 

PUBLISHER JEFF COOPER 646.547.4796 

ASSOCIATE PUBLISHER DAVID KARATZ 646.547.5419 

NEW YORK SALES PAULA ALBANESE, LEIGH GIACCO, 
BRENDAN HOEY, NANCI PAVLISKO 212.456.7777 

CHICAGO SALES LISA GERALDSON 312.245.4208, 

JOHN GOLDRICK 312.245.4231 

DETROIT SALES CRISSY OBERMOK 248.359.1169 

NEW ENGLAND SALES BRENDAN HOEY 646.547.5490 
SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA, BURBANK SALES 

CHRISTINE McCLAIN 818.484.9823, 

REVA ESTRADA 818.484.9804 

SAN FRANCISCO, NORTHWEST SALES 

LAUREN BURCHETT 415.486.3065 

ATLANTA SALES STEVEN GOTZ 404.799.4919 

NATIONAL DIRECT-RESPONSE SALES 

NANCY FORMAN 212.779.7172 

PRESIDENT, ESPN CUSTOMER MARKETING AND SALES 

ED ERHARDT 

EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT, ESPN CUSTOMER MARKETING 
AND SALES ERIC JOHNSON 

SENIOR VICE PRESIDENTS, MULTIMEDIA SALES 

PATRICIA BETRON, WENDELL SCOTT 

VICE PRESIDENTS, MULTIMEDIA SALES DANIELLE CARNEY, 
CHRIS EAMES, SARA GOTFREDSON, JENNIFER HOFFNAGLE, 
JOHN McNAMARA, GREG ROSSI, ADAM SANDS 


MARKETING 

SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, MARKETING SOLUTIONS 
SEAN HANRAHAN 

VICE PRESIDENT, MARKETING SOLUTIONS 
CARRIE BRZEZINSKI 

SENIOR DIRECTOR, SALES & MARKETING 
JUSTIN HERGIANTO 

ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR, MAGAZINE MARKETING 
NaAMKA MILIMA 

SENIOR MANAGER, MAGAZINE MARKETING 
MAUREEN FIALLO 

DIRECTOR, RESEARCH SARA GRIMALDI 


REVENUE OPERATIONS 

VICE PRESIDENT, DIGITAL DIRECT TO CONSUMER SERVICES 
DAMON PHILLIPS 

SENIOR DIRECTOR, PRINT OPERATIONS CHRIS NOBLE 
SENIOR DIRECTOR, CONSUMER MARKETING 

CINDY NORMAN 


CIRCULATION 

DIRECTOR, CIRCULATION JOCELYN STRAUBER 
ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR, CONSUMER MARKETING 
MARGO GUTHLEIN 

SENIOR MANAGER, NEW BUSINESS PATRICIA ELLIOTT 
CIRCULATION ASSISTANT BRANDON HARRINGTON 


PRODUCTION 

DIRECTOR, DISTRIBUTION DENNIS FARLEY 

DIRECTOR, PRODUCTION THOMAS D. MURPHY 

SENIOR MANAGER, PREPRESS AND DIGITAL PRODUCTION 
ROBERT O'MALLEY 

SENIOR MANAGER, PRINT PRODUCTION RONALD STAINO 
MANAGER, ADVERTISING PRODUCTION EDMOND BARREDO 
ASSOCIATE MANAGER, PREPRESS AND DIGITAL 
PRODUCTION STEPHANIE FALLON 


ADMINISTRATION AND DEVELOPMENT 

SENIOR DIRECTOR, FINANCE AND STRATEGY TROY FURR 
DIRECTOR, FINANCE AND STRATEGY MELISSA BETTS 
MEDIA ASSET ANALYST LYNNE B. GOLDMAN 

MANAGER, ACCOUNTING CHRISTOPHER CHIARALUCE 
SENIOR ACCOUNTANT MICHAEL EDDY 

ACCOUNT ANALYST FELICITA ROSADO 


TECHNOLOGY INFRASTRUCTURE AND SUPPORT 
ASSOCIATE MANAGER JEFFREY SICKLES 

SENIOR SYSTEMS ADMINISTRATOR TOM IWANICKI 
ASSOCIATE SYSTEMS ADMINISTRATOR ADAM HARTLEY 


01.04.2016 ESPN 3 


EAT BEER 
REAT RESPONSIBILITY 


GR 
C 


BEHIND THE PAGES 


Contributing writer Taffy Brodesser- 
Akner on Russell Wilson’s faith 

“In researching this story, 

there were so many asinine 
remarks in comment sections 
and headlines, in just basic 
conversation, about Russell 
Wilson’s faith, Christianity. I’m 
Jewish, and usually this time of year, | laugh at 
people who say there’s a war on Christianity. But 
now | understand—it’s not an existential war; 

it’s a war of ridicule, which, in terms of wars, is not 
that worrisome a war. But it did make me realize 
the amount of bigotry out there toward people 
who proclaim a faith, even toward the religion that 
most Americans claim.” MORE ON PAGE 9 


Contributing writer Scott Eden on 
the irony of Thabo Sefolosha’s story 
“While gathering material for this 
article, | was struck by the cruel 


Former tennis star James Blake 
is tackled by an NYPD cop on the 
same day that Thabo Sefolosha 
stands at a court hearing, accused of crimes after 
being tackled by NYPD cops. Also the fact that 
this happened to Sefolosha, whose parents fled 
apartheid South Africa—a past that in turn 
influenced a fateful decision their son had to 
make in the present. In the end, the material 
speaks to the nature of racism and history. Both 
are seemingly inescapable.” MORE ON PAGE 18 


coincidences | kept encountering. 


Photo 
Boom 


Senior writer Elizabeth Merrill on 
Baker Mayfield’s off-field habit: 
“Mayfield’s home in Norman, accord- 
ing to roomie Jaxon Uhles, is full of 
typical college-boy clutter, until you 
get to the giant projection screen. 

He uses it for his biggest obsession 
outside of football: the video game 
Halo. When he was younger, he was so 
addicted to Halo that he played it five 
hours a day, eschewing his chores 
and even the occasional voluntary 
football workout. It drove his family 
crazy. ‘I feel like it’s just kind of a 
stress reliever, the 20-year-old says. 
‘| have to step away from the crazy life 
I’m in and just kind of relax. | feel like 
any time | can keep myself preoccupied 
and busy, it’s less chance of me doing 
something stupid.” MORE ON PAGE 44 

= 

Never mind, photographer Dylan Coulter, 
Mayfield and Boomer have this. 


Senior writer Ryan McGee on the 
2015 college football season rewind 
“| love writing my weekly Flipping 
the Field column for ESPN.com, 
but when we're in the kiln of 
college football’s midseason, 
there’s no time for reflection. 
That’s why it’s so much fun writing 
a rearview-mirror essay like this one, sifting back 
through those columns and realizing how little we 
actually knew going into autumn. Remember when 
Ohio State and its three quarterbacks were a 
foregone playoff conclusion? In the end, you also 
realize that not knowing what we thought we knew 
actually ends up being the best part of knowing 
what we know now. You know?” MORE ON PAGE 36 
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How Russell Wilson kept 
the faith during the : 
Seahawks darkest hours. 
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° FORWARD 


The sermon is about to start, but first Pastor 
Judah, who is being broadcast on-screen from 
the Kirkland campus, addresses what’s on the 
mind of his faithful, a full half of whom are 
wearing Seahawks jerseys—mostly Wilson's No. 3 
but a fair number of Marshawn Lynch 24s and 
several 12th-man 12s. In four hours, jerseyed 
faithful will be cheering on their 2-3 Seahawks 
against the undefeated Panthers. Pastor Judah 
reminds us that at this time last year, five games 
into the season after winning Super Bowl XLVIII, 
the Seahawks were 3-2. “Three-and-three is a 
good place to start to get us there,” he says, and 
everyone laughs and then everyone prays. 


ct. 18, after a choir of serene, 
ings a few songs about Jesus’ love 
an takes the stage. He’s a dead ringer 
trick Fugit, with black plastic-framed 
haircut that can best be described as 
oys Pete Wentz circa 2006. We're at City 

, a sprawling, squat structure in downtown 

e. Donation forms in Seahawks green rest on 
seats. The man’s name is Judah Smith, and City 
hurch is his church, and he is the personal pastor 
for Seattle’s quarterback, Russell Wilson. 


Wilson is at the Kirkland campus himself on 
many Sunday mornings—he doesn't live far, just 
over in Bellevue, where the other Seahawks 
live—but never on a game day. On game days he 
wakes up with the rest of the Seahawks in a hotel 
in Bellevue. They gather Saturday evenings to 
talk strategy. They have chapel together at 9, and 
they have a curfew of 11. By Sunday morning, 
they're at the breakfast table at 9. By the time 
Judah Smith’s service gets going today, the 
Seahawks already have had their breakfast and 
treatments and are preparing for the game. 

When he is here, Wilson stands in the front 
row and sings with the music, following along 


CaN 


Ac 
te 


with lyrics that flash on the screen before the 
congregation. He raises his hands to the heavens, 
and he sways. He doesn’t stand out too much, 
because even though he’s a quarterback with 
great gifts, he’s short. Wilson was drafted in 2012, 
12th in the third round, part of a Seahawks class 
that one analyst scored a C and another an F. This 
was fine with Wilson. He doesn’t mind that no 
one saw him coming. It plays well into his 
narrative that he was chosen for this, that God 
sent the world a diminutive man at 5-foot-10%, 
that he was sent with an undeniable cannon of an 
arm to make the world take notice. 

His mother likes to quote Samuel 1 16:7, “It’s 
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not the countenance of a man nor the height, but 
the heart.” Samuel said this when he was anoint- 
ing David as king. You should not underestimate 
the impact the David and Goliath story has 

had on Wilson. 

When he’s at church, maybe he thanks God for 
the position he’s been put in. Maybe he thinks 
about his father, who died before he could see his 
son make it to the NFL. Maybe he prays to be able 
to lead. Wilson has said he wants to lead the fans 
and be a light unto the rest of the NFL. He’s said 
he wants to lead his girlfriend, the R&B star Ciara, 
and make his relationship a celibate example for 
other Christians. He wants to be perfect, and that 
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was a wonderful thing just a couple of years ago, 
but something changed around the time Wilson 
tried to fire a ball to Ricardo Lockette at the 
end of last season’s Super Bowl, only to have 
Malcolm Butler make the play of his life. 

By Wilson’s third step toward the sideline 
after perhaps the most famous interception in the 
history of the game, he heard God’s voice tell him 
that he—that God—had sent the interception, and 
along with it an opportunity to lead. Wilson said 
this in front of a crowd at The Rock megachurch in 
San Diego in July, and it seemed like a rational 
explanation to him, maybe because, how else could 
you explain it? The people who know him best say 


Wilson kneels in prayer 
after beating the 
49ers—the start of a 
four-game win streak. 


this kind of response is typical of his single- 
mindedness and confidence, of his tendency to fix 
his mind on a path and never waver. 

But it was with these comments about the 
divine interception that the story of Russell Wilson 
began to wear thin on those who'd been devoted to 
it. He was talking about God in a way that was 
beyond the usual quarterback pointing toward the 
sky. Football is full of religion, yes, but Wilson 
wasn't just giving the glory to God. He was 
handing everything over to God. Wilson was 
seeing himself not as a quarterback who is 
religious but as a Christian sent by God to become 
a quarterback and a Christian example. Fans had 
once accepted Wilson’s overt religiosity, but now 
some began to widen their eyes and step backward 
with their hands up, like, “Whatever you say, 
buddy.” Loyalty wanes in the face of defeat. 

In 2012, Wilson was called to Seattle, the city 
on a hill—a city that was longing for the kind of 
leadership he wanted to provide. When coach 
Pete Carroll arrived in 2010, the Seahawks were 
fresh off a combined nine wins in two miserable 
seasons, and the franchise had no defining 
superstar. Then came Wilson. In his first season, 
he led the Seahawks to 11 wins and a playoff bid. 
Then a Super Bowl win. Then a Super Bow! loss. 
Today fans wear No. 3 jerseys on the streets, but 
Wilson still seems unknowable to them. They 
love talking about Marshawn Lynch’s Beast Mode 
and Richard Sherman’s smile and outspokenness, 
but nothing about Wilson stands out except for 
his talent, work ethic and his religiosity, which 
are considerable but are not really brands you 
put on a T-shirt. 

The cab driver who takes me from the church to 
the stadium on that Sunday in October tells me 
that he doesn’t know whether Wilson will show up 
today, meaning of course he'll be there, but will he 
show up? Someone close to the Seahawks 
organization tells me the team has lost its heart 
since the Super Bow] and is having a hard time 
getting it back. And a millennial drinking a 
morning beer near the stadium asks me, “Do you 
know he doesn't have sex with his girlfriend?” 
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° FORWARD 


I assure him I do. “Do you know his girlfriend is 
Ciara?” he continues, pulling up a picture of her 
on his phone. Wilson’s persona seemed fine when 
the Seahawks were winning, but now fans need 
an explanation. God’s sending interceptions isn’t 
going to reassure them about the future—even 
though that future, in just a few weeks, will see 
Wilson playing the best football of his life. 

In comment sections, Wilson was ridiculed 
(“Didn't he learn from last year? You're not gonna 
score if you get cute with it. You gotta POUND IT 
IN.”), and blogs capitalized with religious bigotry 
click-bait—“Russell Wilson Thinks He's Jesus,” 
read one. “God Doesn't Belong in Russell Wilson’s 
Contract Negotiations,’ read another, a reaction to 
Wilson's suggesting that if he didn’t get the contract 
he wanted in the offseason, it was simply God’s 
will. (He'd sign a four-year, $87.6 million deal.) 

In the mainstream media, Wilson was a robot 
who wouldn't answer questions authentically. 
He was too close with the front office, he wasn’t 
black enough, he was boring. Meanwhile, the 
Seahawks’ uncharacteristically porous offensive 
line wasn’t really allowing him to do his job 
early in the season, but like a good leader, like a 
good Christian, at his news conferences, as he 
was leading the league in getting sacked, he was 
taking full responsibility with a host of clichés: 
“Tl do better next time.” The game of football is 
unpredictable, the media are fickle, but there 
is one thing Wilson can control: himself. Wilson 
is someone who endeavors to play great football 
so that he can continue to have a platform upon 
which to display his leadership and his faith. 
Understand this and you're closer to getting to 
know Russell Wilson than you were before. 


CONTRARY TO POPULAR belief, CenturyLink Field, 
formerly Qwest, née Seahawks Stadium, was not 
built to hold in noise. It was built to acknowledge 
that it was a stadium in a city, and so it was 
created with a view of the skyline on the north 
end and with 70 percent of its seats having 
coverage and protection from the elements on the 
south end. This is Seattle, after all, beautiful 

and wet. But an incidental result of this shape is 
that the stadium can hold in an inordinate 
amount of noise—the Pacific Northwest Seismic 
Network regularly monitors the impact of the 
noise, which can shake the actual earth—and 

it inspires the fans to make even more, and it 
makes being on the visiting team far more 
intimidating than it normally is, which is very 
intimidating. And if you’re the quarterback of 
the home team at CenturyLink, you learn to 
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absorb the cheers of support while discerning the 
noises you should pay attention to on an average 
deafening game day. 

In the bowels of the stadium, the Seahawks 
psych themselves up for the game against the 
Panthers. Wilson discusses strategy with the 
coaches, who will later whisper those reminders 
through the sound system installed in his helmet. 

It is helpful to think of Wilson as a man who 
loves authority and a man who is accustomed to 
hearing guiding voices in his head. He often 
refers to God as Father, despite all the other ways 
you can refer to God, not because he no longer 
has one of his own but because the one he did 
have was such a godly figure. From the time they 
could walk, Harrison Wilson III worked to make 
sure that all three of his children were watched 
and cared for and educated and groomed to be 
the wholesome, God-fearing athletes they all 
became. Harrison wanted a better life for his 
children, and his children wanted him to know 
that he had provided it. 

Harrison grew up in Mississippi in the 1950s. 
He’d become a lawyer. Russell’s mother, Tammy, 
was an emergency room nurse and just as devout 
as her husband. They sacrificed to put their kids 
in private school and live near it, in a nice house 
at the end of a cul-de-sac in Richmond, Virginia. 
Harrison didn’t want his children to have to work 
as hard to be exceptional. He wanted opportunity 
to find them. He died from diabetes-related 
complications in 2010. 

Since then, Wilson has found comfort in the 
original Father, but more than that, he has 
positioned the men in his life as fathers as well. 
Pete Carroll is a father figure. Wilson's high 
school coach, Charlie McFall, is a father figure. 
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Want to be a star? Answer the 
following question: What is your 
favorite Super Bowl memory? One 
reader will get to see his or her 
response alongside those of two of 
our on-air personalities in the Feb. 8 
issue of ESPN The Magazine. To 
give it a shot, go to facebook.com/ 
espn, use #MySuperBowlMemory 
and post your 50-word response. 


His agent, Mark Rodgers, is a father figure. 
(Mark’s son, Matthew, is his manager, and he’s 
like a brother.) Fathers figure prominently for 
Wilson, but none of them is like his own. 

He quotes his own father frequently, particu- 
larly one phrase about there being a king in every 
crowd. He misses him every day, which is a thing 
he says to everyone who will listen, and spends 
his life fulfilling his father’s truncated dreams. 
Harrison III wanted to play in the NFL, but his 
father, Harrison Jr., the former longtime presi- 
dent of Norfolk State University, urged him to 
attend law school before trying out. Now Russell 
would like to be the king in the crowd. He would 
like to lead. That’s a word he uses a lot, “lead.” 

This past summer, Wilson’s use of this word 
landed him headlines. It began like this: Pastor 
Miles McPherson, a former defensive back for the 
Chargers (and now the lead pastor at The Rock), 
met the quarterback back in 2012, at a prayer 
breakfast the day before the Wilson-led Wisconsin 
Badgers played in the Rose Bowl. Wilson was so 
respectful for a young athlete. Pastor Miles 
couldn’t get over what a great kid he seemed to 
be. They saw each other next at the Pro Athletes 
Outreach conference, an annual gathering to 
“unite a community of pro athletes and couples to 
grow as disciples of Jesus and positively impact 
their spheres of influence.” Pastor Miles and 
Wilson grew closer, and when the Seahawks came 
to San Diego, Pastor Miles did chapel for them. 
In the summer, he asked Wilson if he could 
interview him onstage in front of the congrega- 
tion. Wilson said yes. 

This was in July, after the ill-fated Super Bowl 
and after many attempts at teamwide healing from 
it. In April, Wilson had chartered a jet to take his 
teammates for a post-loss therapy session in 
Hawaii that, in a Sports Illustrated story, ends with 
everyone in love and cuddling in a football game 
on the beach.) In front of a large crowd, Wilson 
took a selfie with Pastor Miles and settled into an 
armchair. From the stage, Wilson said that on his 
way off the field, Jesus told him that he’d sent the 
interception so that he could see how Wilson 
would react, but also so that Wilson would show 
the world how he’d react. He said this not with 
arrogance but with the casual matter-of-factness 
that only someone speaking to fellow believers can 
pull off. “There’s a silver lining,” Wilson told the 
crowd. “Jesus is so amazing.” 

In a video of the talk, Wilson also told the 
pastor he had predicted that he would end up 
with Ciara long before he met her and, when he 
did meet her, that God told him he needed to 
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lead her too, which to Wilson meant that they 
should not have sex before they wed because they 
are Christians. “Right now?” Wilson pretended to 
ask God, and the crowd laughed, because she is 
beautiful and maybe God could have asked a little 
later? But Ciara is a believer in God and also a 
follower of him (“There's a difference,” Wilson 
says), and she signed on to this. They were going 
to do things God’s way. 

“He has anointed both of us,” Wilson told 
Pastor Miles. “He has called us to do something 
miraculous, something special.” 

During the interview, Wilson was loose and 
fun and charismatic. He made off-the-cuff jokes 
while being as sincere as he always is on matters 
of faith and love and football. His smile was 
relaxed and welcoming. 

But after these comments, the punishment 
began. Few journalists remained straight-faced as 
they reported the celibacy news. Comments 
sections were full of eye rolls. 

Back in the stadium on this October after- 
noon, Wilson doesn’t listen to the fans scream- 
ing as he goes over the plays. He sticks with 
his coaches and he puts on his helmet and he 
listens. It is helpful to think of Russell Wilson 
as someone who hears voices far louder than 
those in the stadium, no matter how the thing 
is rigged for distraction. 


WILSON OFTEN KNEELS in prayer with like-minded 
teammates after wins and gives public praise to 
God. He'll maybe point a finger to the sky in a 
game or look up. His expressions aren't particu- 
larly raucous, win or lose. Last season, after the 
Seahawks beat the Packers in dramatic fashion, 
securing a trip to the Super Bowl, an emotional 
Wilson said, “That was God setting it up, to make 
it so dramatic, so rewarding, so special.” This 
season, in Week 2, after the Seahawks lost to the 
Packers, Aaron Rodgers fired back—God, he 
said, must have been a Green Bay fan that night. 
Rodgers believes in God, but he doesn’t think 
God cares about the outcome of a football game. 
To Wilson, God cares about everything, particu- 
larly the people he has anointed to lead. 

Wilson was saved on a hot summer night when 
he was 14. He was at a football camp at the 
University of Virginia, and that Saturday night 
he had a dream that Jesus walked into the room 
and told him he was preparing Wilson for a time 
when his father would no longer be around. The 
next day in church, which he usually endured 
while fidgeting and which he attended only to see 
this one very pretty girl, he felt the overwhelming 
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spirit of the Holy Spirit. Peace flooded through 
him, and he cried. His life changed fast after that. 
He'd always been a leader, but more in the 
manner of a bully. Back when he was in second 
grade at the Collegiate School in Richmond, he 
approached the teacher who acted as quarterback 
for the little-kid football games during recess and 
said, “Coach, I think I’ll take over.” He would 
exclude some kids from the game, until one day 
his middle school head, Charlie Blair, told him he 
had a gift for leadership, and if he could turn his 
negative behavior into positive behavior, he could 
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be very effective. Before that conversation, he was 
a cocky kid. After that, he was humble. 

Wilson has been coachable from the beginning, 
always looking to authorities for advice. At 
NC State, where he started his college career, one 
of the staffers called him “high-maintenance” as a 
joke, and he wouldn’t let up. He kept asking if it 
was true and how he could fix it. He didn’t want to 
be anything that wasn’t completely admirable. 

In high school, he’d show up for 6 a.m. 
practices, the other guys bleary, Wilson with his 
swift hand-clap, saying, “I feel good today! Yes, 

I do!” He would do one-legged squats, and if he 
felt like he didn’t dip low enough on the fourth 
squat, he’d do No. 4 all over again before moving 
on to five. Teammates worked to impress Wilson, 
showing how much weight work they could 

do without grumbling, working hard toward 
their collective goal. 

At Collegiate, Wilson is still known for his 
charisma, for being the most competent athlete 
around and for never carrying himself like he 
was. During his high school news conferences, 
he said the right thing. He gave all the credit for 
a win to his teammates. He took all the blame 
for a loss. His father had him practicing for news 
conferences from age 7, so there was little that 
could faze him or alter his demeanor. But he 
always had charisma. His coaches cannot 
reconcile the Wilson they know with the robot 
that NFL reporters sometimes describe. Robots 
don’t get elected captain of the team as a junior. 
Robots don’t survive as one of the only black guys 
on the high school football team. 

At that age, he had a clear plan for his life. 

He would be the shiny, clean-living, God- 
fearing leader of whatever team God chose. 
He would play better than well. He would be a 
clear demonstration of calm within whatever 
storm might arise. 

He met a girl from St. Catherine’s, Collegiate’s 
rival school down the road, when he was 15, and 
they continued dating through high school and 
through his three and a half years at NC State. 
He played baseball there too, but his football 
coach didn’t like him leaving for spring training 
and missing practice. His backup, Mike Glennon, 
had two years of eligibility left, which the 
program wanted to take advantage of. So between 
that and spring training, NC State granted 
Wilson his release. He had already earned his 
degree in communications and was taking 
postgraduate classes. He went to Wisconsin. 

But he didn’t move on easily. Never had he 
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authority figures. Now he was the subject of a terse 
news release wishing him the best of luck. How 
could he do it all right and still have a falling-out? 
He was stung, listening only to Yolanda Adams, a 
Christian singer, playing “I’m Gonna Be Ready” 
over and over. Strength to pass any test, I feel like 
I'm so blessed, With you in control, I can’t go 
wrong, Cause I always know I'm gonna be ready. 
He had a successful season at Wisconsin. A 
couple of weeks after the Rose Bowl, he married 
the girl from St. Catherine's in an elegant ceremony 
with a black-tie reception at the Country Club of 
Virginia with full-scale trees in the place and a 
swing band that played all night. They put off 
their honeymoon so he could train for the NFL 
draft. And everyone danced and swayed and 
clinked glasses, and yet some would later wonder 
whether this was the greatest idea. They were 
young to get married—he filed for divorce in 
2014—and Wilson was already married to 
football. And he’d always be most devoted to God. 


AGAINST THE PANTHERS on this October afternoon, 
the Seahawks dominate until they don’t, another 
baffling fourth-quarter loss that makes the people 
in the press box throw up their hands. Wilson 

has recently picked a Bible Verse of the Year to 
share repeatedly on Twitter. It’s John 3:30: “He 
must increase, but I must decrease.” Someone, 

a fan, tags Wilson on Twitter and asks if perhaps 
he’s decreased quite enough for one season. 

After the game, in the locker room, Wilson 
stands talking to Doug Baldwin, his wide receiver 
and a fellow Christian. He looks morose. He runs 
his hand through the rooster top of his head over 
and over, rhythmically, from his forehead to the 
nape of his neck, forehead to nape. They speak 
in a soft tone. Maybe in this moment Wilson is 
faltering, wondering how this is happening, 
wondering what Jesus’ message for him might 
be. Or maybe in this moment he’s leading and 
guiding Baldwin toward Wilson’s favorite of 
sports clichés, which is that you have to make 
every play a championship play, yes, and every 
game a championship game, yes, but you also 
have to take it one game at a time because at the 
end of the day it is what it is. 

When Wilson does finally undress, it’s as his 
teammates are walking out. They put a hand on 
his shoulder as they pass, and he bows his head 
and mashes his lips together but is otherwise 
expressionless. He puts a blue towel around 
his waist, and he goes to take a shower, but he 
gets derailed again and sits down in his locker 


endured anything but the glow of approval from __ and puts his forearms on his thighs and clasps 
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his hands and stares off. 

In the news conference room, Pete Carroll 
answers questions and leaves, and in walks 
Wilson. He’s not in his usual postgame suit. 
Instead, he’s wearing a black trench coat with 
the collar up. His eyes are shiny, and there’s 
mucus in his nose. His smile is polite and faint. 

Someone starts: “So much was working early 
on. You throw the ball to 88, you got the touch- 
down to Ricardo. Does that make it even 
more frustrating, that so much was working 
well early on?” 

“Yeah, we did a lot of great things, and we 
didn’t do enough great things. There were a few 
things that, you know, we could’ve done a little 
bit better. You know, myself included, especially, 
and I feel like you just find a way. You know? 
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So like I said, just stay the course.” 

“What’s the mood of this team right now?” 
someone else calls out. 

“You know, the mood, I think ultimately we’re 
obviously disappointed in losing. You know, you 
never want to lose.” 

It goes on like this, and Wilson answers each 
question, his expression unchanging. When all 
the questions are answered, he says, “Thank you, 
guys. Go Hawks. Pass the peace,” and he leaves. 
A reporter in back of me says, “Jeez, that guy.” 
Another: “I got nothing.” And another, “It’s like 
interviewing a corpse.” And the reporters chuckle 
and begin to wrap up their equipment. 

But what exactly was Wilson supposed to say? 
That they lost their heart? That they were a 
championship team and they weren't exactly sure 
what the hell was going on? That healing requires 
far more than a beach vacation? That he isn’t 
completely sure that last Super Bow] play was the 
right one? That asking that question rattles 


everything he thinks about the way he receives 
those voices into his head and into his helmet and 
into his heart? That he’d give anything to hear his 
father remind him, not from his best seat in the 
house in heaven but from here on the ground, 
that he is the king in the crowd, that he can rise 
above his circumstances, that this is just another 
test? Which was the question that was asked in 
that room that called for a real intellectual and 
heartfelt answer, an answer that defied cliché? If 
it were asked, I did not hear it, and I was sitting 
in the front row. 

And if it were asked, he likely wouldn’t have 
answered it, not in the way they wanted. He’d 
have given the obvious answer. That’s how he 
moves forward. The media aren't a bridge to his 
fans. He conveys himself through his sportsman- 
ship and through his Instagram, which is filled 
with the delighted faces of sick children and their 
parents, whom he’s given 10 minutes of relief 
from their worry and terror with a visit. He 
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conveys it by getting interviewed by someone he 
trusts—a pastor, a clergyman, a father—and 
sending Jesus’ message out to the world. 

Quarterbacks need only be interesting on 
the field and not be violent or unlawful off it. 
Trent Dilfer, an ESPN NFL analyst and a former 
quarterback, told me that quarterbacks have to 
be good at 40 things. Wilson is good at 39 of 
them—the 40th is being tall—and his 39 are 
better than the average 39 because of how hard 
he has to compensate for that very significant 
limitation. So many people told him he could 
never make it as a quarterback. So many people 
suggested he do like all the other short and 
talented guys, which is create a better avoidance 
game, be the guy running away from all the 
other guys, particularly the 6-7 ones. All of this 
overcompensating, creating the avoidance game, 
surviving under pressure, helped Wilson get 
here, which, remember, was a serious long shot. 
Now, it could all be just an impressive act of 
compensation, as Dilfer suggests. But indulge me 
for a moment and imagine that Wilson is right 
and that all of this has worked out so well because 
he was anointed by God for it. 

The seed of Wilson’s talent may be his confi- 
dence. But his confidence is straight from God, 
from the reassurance that comes with the kind of 
belief that infiltrates Wilson's pores. Those voices 
in his head, the ones that began with his father 
whispering into his ear and became Jesus visiting 
him, which became his coaches inside his 
helmet—those haven't let him down yet. He has 
no regrets about that final Super Bowl play, 
because to be Russell Wilson is to acknowledge 
that you are but the lucky son of many fathers, 
and to wonder whether they got that wrong is to 
shatter the foundation of every life decision you 
make. To be Wilson is to have an utter belief that 
the voices you hear will never steer you wrong. 


Wilson isn’t a robot, and he isn’t a corpse. He 
has a carefully modulated tone, which he’s been 
practicing since Charlie Blair called him into 
his office at Collegiate and told him how to be 
a leader. He shortened his range of reaction, 
truncating the spectrum to a range of, say, plus or 
minus three, so that he doesn’t flip out when he 
loses, and he doesn’t flip out when he wins. People 
who stood in his hotel room after the Super Bowl 
loss confirm that he was still plain old Russell, not 
too emotional, not outwardly heartbroken. 

Leaders don’t get re-elected when they’re too 
emotional. He doesn’t want to be a problem in the 
media, but being boring isn’t a concern. Go watch 
Wilson onstage with Pastor Miles. Go watch 
him dance with Ciara at the Kids’ Choice Awards. 
He is as charismatic as he needs to be for the 
people he is leading. 


AFTER THE GAME, the city is deflated. The clocks 
haven't changed yet, but it’s getting darker earlier. 
The fans, so boisterous just moments before, file 
out of the stadium, quiet now. 

Back in the locker room, Russell Wilson finally 
does shower. He puts on a suit, and he goes to a 
restaurant near where he lives in a beautiful 
mansion overlooking the water. The restaurant 
has a private room, and he often has dinner here 
after games with important people who have 
watched the game from his box. This week he’s 
supposed to meet a few supporters, a few 
members of his management team and family 
and friends. These people wonder whether 
Wilson might not be in the mood to have dinner. 
But of course he would. It never entered the 
realm of possibility that he would not meet his 
obligations. It never entered the realm of 
possibility that he would not show up. 

He has a steak, and the people who dine with 
him see a version of Wilson who’s just as charm- 


ing as he'd be after a win. He shakes hands and 
talks, and when dinner ends, he gets into his car 
and drives down the 405 and gets off at Exit 7 to 
the Seahawks’ practice facility. It’s dark now. 
Sunday is coming to an end. He spends the next 
two hours watching video from the game. 

The next day, a group of men take to their radio 
jobs and spend the day eviscerating Wilson and 
the offensive line and then the defense and then 
the coaches and back to Wilson again. These 
people—not just the hosts but also the people 
who call in—sound angry. They are angry at 
Wilson. They are angry at the offensive line. This 
is maybe the worst thing that has ever happened 
to them, which is exactly how angry they are. 

It’s going to be a short week. The next game is 
Thursday, just three days away, but the Seahawks 
are grateful for the quick turnaround. They need 
a victory to take this taste out of their mouths. 
And they get it, against the 49ers. A month later, 
though, they'll really hit their stride, and how: 
Wilson will take that cannon of an arm and 
remind the 49ers again, followed by the Steelers, 
Vikings and Ravens in quick succession, whose 
team God is on. He will reassure the people of 
Seattle that they are not wrong to believe in 
him. He will excel in ways he never has before, 
surprising his critics yet again, staying in the 
pocket, scrambling less, throwing 16 touchdown 
passes and zero interceptions in the four-game 
winning streak, pushing his name into MVP 
conversations with Cam Newton. He will provide 
the leadership Seattle craves and make the 
playoffs a possibility yet again. 

But first, the next morning, Russell Wilson gets 
up, and he prays to be the king in the crowd, and 
he goes back to the practice facility for postgame 
treatments, and he stands up and claps one big 
loud clap, and he gets back to work, ready to 
listen, ready to lead. G 
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FORWARD 


The 
Prosecution 
of Thabo 
Sefolosha 


Onan April night in New York City, the Hawks 
forward was Injured and arrested by the 
NYPD. This is the exclusive story of how, 

in the aftermath, he became what he never 
wanted to be: a civil rights symbol. 


BY SCOTT EDEN 


ive minutes and 22 seconds after Thabo 
Sefolosha came out onto the sidewalk from a 
Manhattan nightclub on the morning of April 8, 
his wrists were manacled behind his back and 
two policemen were steering him by his elbows 
toward the rear seat of a cop car. 

In the days, weeks and months to follow, Sefolosha, a Swiss native 
of South African descent and a key player for the Atlanta Hawks, 
would retell the story of those five minutes over and over again—to 
his lawyer, his wife, his parents, his coaches, his teammates, the 
media, the jury, himself. In his memory, it doesn’t seem like five 
minutes. It doesn’t seem to him anymore like a space of time at all. 
It’s as if those five minutes won't ever end. “There has honestly not 
been a day I haven't thought about that night since it happened,” he 
says. “There's no escaping from it.” 

The team’s plane had landed in New York around 1:30 a.m. for 
a game against the Brooklyn Nets. Earlier that night, in Atlanta, 
Sefolosha had played 20 minutes against the Phoenix Suns in the 
nastiest, most belligerent game of the season. There were seven 
technical fouls. A Suns player was ejected. Now, at the Ritz-Carlton 
hotel in lower Manhattan, where the team was staying, Sefolosha 
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didn’t feel like sleeping; he was too amped up. 
When he'd talked recently over the phone to his 
brother in Switzerland, he’d told him he was 
excited for the playoffs, which were starting in 10 
days. He’d been to the NBA Finals once before, 
with the Thunder three years earlier, losing in five 
games to the Heat. Now, playing off the bench for 
the Hawks, who had clinched the top seed in the 
Eastern Conference, he wanted another chance at 
a title. He was a month from turning 31, old for the 
NBA. Who knew how many more opportunities 
he’d have. “Man, I’ve never felt like this,” he said to 
his brother. “We have a real shot. I’m going to give 
it all I got. I’m going to be a locomotive.” 

A friend of Sefolosha’s, a sports agent living in 
New York who represents other NBA players, had 
texted, suggesting they meet at a place called 1 Oak 
in the city’s Chelsea neighborhood. Sefolosha had 
heard of the club—the kind of high-end, velvet- 
rope establishment that paparazzi encamp outside 
of in hopes of DiCaprio sightings—but he’d never 
been there. Sefolosha’s friend and teammate, Pero 
Antic, decided to go along. The club was becoming 
packed. They took a VIP table. At such tables, the 
only choice is to buy full bottles of liquor. They 
ordered one of Jameson and one of vodka. 
Sefolosha mixed his Jameson with Sprite; he had 
two or three of these. They got to talking with 
other clubgoers, whom they urged to pour 
themselves drinks from the bottles; there was no 
way Antic and Sefolosha could finish them. An 
hour passed. His friend the agent rose to say good 
night, and not long after he left, the house lights 
came blazing on and the music died. Everyone had 
to go, the bouncers said, giving no reason, and they 
all went, exiting orderly through the front door. 

Emerging onto the street, they could see to the 
left what appeared to be a crime scene. Dome 
lights rotated atop police cars and emergency 
vehicles. There was a length of yellow tape and 
many uniformed cops shouting Clear the block! 
Everyone was being herded to the right, away from 
the yellow tape, down 17th Street toward its 
intersection with 10th Avenue, about 40 yards 
west of 1 Oak. Despite the cops’ instructions, 
people were coming out of the club and mingling 
in little groups on the sidewalk and in the traffic- 
blocked street, including Antic and Sefolosha, as 
can be seen in CCTV surveillance videos. People 
they'd met at their table were wishing them well 
in the playoffs. Someone said, “Bonne chance.” 
Sefolosha found himself talking to two women 
he'd met at the table that night, one of whom, he’d 
learned, had dated a current Hawk. 

Now Sefolosha and Antic registered one cop in 
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particular. He had a high-and-tight Marine Corps 
haircut. He was 5-foot-7. He was, according to 
witnesses, shouting: “Get the f--- off my street.” 

“Get the f--- off my street, the cop said again. 

Antic is a bald 6-11 Macedonian, close to 300 
pounds, with a dense black beard and a voice like a 
contrabassoon. A friend once described him as 
“resembling Xerxes,’ the ancient Persian warlord. 
He tends to stand out in a crowd. Yet the cop 
seemed now to be focused solely on Sefolosha, 
according to the court testimony of a 1 Oak bouncer 
and that of the two women Sefolosha had met at 
the club. Standing 6-7 and wiry to the point of 
fatlessness, with a triangular face accentuated by a 
faint goatee, Sefolosha was wearing black jeans and 
a black hoodie. He wore the hood up. Sefolosha 
now said to the cop something along the lines of: 
“Relax, man. Were going.” He and his group 
reached 10th Avenue. Many things were now 
happening at once. There was a livery cab, a black 
SUV, parked on 10th right at the corner. The driver 
asked whether anyone needed a ride. Sefolosha said 
yes. At one point Antic had wandered off from 
Sefolosha, but now here he was again, saying he’d 
found out that Chris Copeland, the Indiana Pacers 
forward, had just been stabbed. Outside the club! 
That’s what the crime scene back there was for! 
Could Sefolosha believe it? And now, according to 
trial witnesses, the one cop seemed to be in a rage. 
He'd told them to move; why were they still 
lingering? Get the f--- out of here. Sefolosha said 
something back. He recalls lines of dialogue, largely 
corroborated by other witnesses. “You can talk to 
people nicely, it works just as well.” And: “It’s 
because you have a badge that you're a tough guy.” 

“With or without a badge,” the cop replied, “T'll 
f--- you up.” (Much later, when the officer was 
asked under cross-examination whether he had 
uttered these lines, he said, “I do not recall.”) 

Sefolosha did not back down. “C’mon, man. 
Youre 5-foot-2. You're a midget, man. Relax. 

I guess I'd be mad too if I were a midget.” 

The cop seemed to move away. Other officers 
were urging Sefolosha and Antic to get into the 
SUV, to leave immediately. One cop, by his own 
account, was even holding its door open. Sefolosha 
muttered that he didn’t understand why he was 
being chased off so aggressively—many others 
were milling around at that same moment—and 
he couldn't resist another crack. “I pay my taxes,” 
he said. “Matter of fact, they probably pay your 
salary.’ Then, just before he was about to duck into 
the SUV’s back seat, a man approached. 

“Yo, you gonna help a brother out?” 

Sefolosha recognized him from earlier, when he 


and Antic first walked through 1 Oak’s ropes. He 
seemed to be a panhandler who worked the area. 
Sefolosha had refused the man’s earlier entreaty, 
but now he peeled a twenty from his billfold. 
According to Sefolosha, he made a point of saying 
out loud: “I’m going to give this guy some money.” 
He never got the chance. As can be seen on the 
CCTV video of the scene, the cop at the door of the 
SUV took the man by the arm and ushered him 
away. Irritated, intent now on pressing the bill into 
the man’s hand, Sefolosha took a few long, swift 
steps toward the pair, trying to catch up. But 
before he could get there, someone checked him in 
the side, spun him around and took him by the 
right arm. Sefolosha recalls the cop saying, “That's 
it. You're going to jail.” And then there was another 
cop, and then another: They were flocking to him. 
They had him by both arms. He dropped the $20 
bill to the ground. “Relax,” Sefolosha said, address- 
ing the cops. “Relax.” He was resigned now to 
being arrested. Running through his mind was: 
Get to the police station, clear up this misunder- 
standing—and get back to the hotel before 
anyone's the wiser. This is not a good look. And 
then he felt a kick to his right leg and a flash of 
pain, and then his left side rose into the air as if 
lifted up by someone, and then he was falling and 
then he was on the ground, his face against the 
pavement, the knees of officers pinning him there. 


FOUR MONTHS EARLIER, when the Hawks played in 
New York in December 2014, Sefolosha and his 
wife, Bertille, were in a taxi that had come to a halt 
in midtown Manhattan. Traffic was at a standstill, 
and people were marching by with signs that read 
BLACK LIVES MATTER. It was a mass protest in 
response to a grand jury’s decision not to indict the 
NYPD officer whose chokehold had killed Eric 
Garner four and a half months earlier. Sefolosha 
and his wife got out of the cab and went into the 
crowd. He took photos and the next day posted 
one on Twitter. “It was good to be in NY and see 
people getting there [sic] voice heard by protesting 
in the streets,” Sefolosha wrote in a tweet. He 
ended it with a hashtag: #icouldbenext. 

The New York City Police Department has a 
contentious history of allegations of miscon- 
duct—enough of one that there’s a heated 
Wikipedia page dedicated to the subject. In the 
past 15 years, the city has paid out on behalf of 
its police more than $1.2 billion in settlements 
and judgments. In 2014 and 2015 alone, it paid 
$318.4 million in settlements. By way of compari- 
son, Los Angeles paid $74.4 million over those 
same two years. Adjusting for population, NYC 
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paid almost twice as much per person. 

New York’s problem also appears to be 
growing. From 2000 to 2013, the NYPD averaged 
payouts of $64.4 million per year; the past two 
years, that figure has risen to $159.2 million, 
almost 24% times as much. New York City’s 
Civilian Complaint Review Board, an indepen- 
dent watchdog agency that investigates griev- 
ances by citizens against the police, also reported 
that in the first half of 2015, 49 percent of the 
alleged victims in CCRB complaints were black; 
NYC’s black population stands at 26 percent. 
That ratio conforms to national averages. 
According to the U.S. Department of Justice, 
from 2002 to 2011, black people were 2% times 
more likely than white people to have experienced 
nonfatal force in their most recent contact with 
police and 1.7 times more likely than Hispanics. 


THE 10TH PRECINCT, on 20th Street in Chelsea, is a 
vintage New York City police station. It could have 
been an interior in a scene from Serpico. It was the 
setting for the 1948 noir classic The Naked City. 
Sefolosha and Antic were now inside it. Antic had 
been arrested too. As the cops had been yanking 
on Sefolosha’s arms, an alarmed Antic says he 
tapped one of them on the shoulder to ask what 
was going on. He was shoved onto the ground and, 
after Sefolosha was subdued, himself taken into 
custody. At the precinct, the pair sat handcuffed to 
a bar running along a wall in a corner of the big, 
open central room. More than two hours went by, 
according to Sefolosha, before they were allowed to 
make their first phone call—to Andre Cottle, then 
the Hawks’ head of security, a former Daytona 
Beach vice cop beloved by the players. 

“Andre. I’m in jail,” Sefolosha said. 

Cottle thought he was joking. “What? Stop 
playin” 

Some of the cops who'd tackled and arrested 
Sefolosha were now at the precinct, their shifts 
evidently close to ending. After Antic and Sefolosha 
were fingerprinted, after they'd answered name- 
age-occupation types of questions, it must have 
become clear to the officers, if they hadn’t known it 
already, that these were two NBA players. They did 
not, to Sefolosha, appear in any way unsettled by 
this fact. He remembers one of them saying to 
him: “Hey, when you get out of here, maybe we can 
play some one-on-one.” Sefolosha’s ankle throbbed 
and had begun to swell, but he refused an offer to 
go to an emergency room. “I wasn’t about to go to a 
New York hospital in my handcuffs as a criminal,” 
he says. “I might still be there.” He preferred to see 
the Hawks’ world-class doctors. Before he could 
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do that, though, he and Antic needed a lawyer. 
About 7 a.m., one showed up. He wore a suit and 
carried a briefcase but looked disquietingly young. 
His name was Alex Spiro, 32 years old, a protégé 
and partner of legendary New York criminal 
defense attorney Benjamin Brafman (former 
counselor for John Gotti). Spiro was acquaintances 
with Scott Wilkinson, executive VP and chief legal 
officer for the Hawks, which is how he got the 
phone call in the first place. Spiro’s résumé: 
Harvard Law, a stint with the CIA and five years 
as an assistant district attorney in Manhattan 
covering this very part of the city. He personally 
knew many of the officers based out of the 
10th Precinct, especially among the detectives, 
with whom he had worked closely as a prosecutor 
bringing cases. (He is also one of the few lawyers 
in the city to have prosecuted a police officer for 
misconduct and, after switching sides and joining 
Brafman, defended one against charges of criminal 


misconduct.) Spiro had reason to believe his new 
clients had a small chance of walking away that day 
without being charged with any crimes. According 
to Spiro, one of the detectives who'd been tasked 
with investigating the Copeland stabbing had 
announced to him, “This is a bulls--- arrest.” 

But a dismissal wasn’t to be. Several hours later, 
at the courthouse, Sefolosha was arraigned on 
charges of disorderly conduct, resisting arrest and 
obstructing governmental administration in the 
second degree (which means he was being accused 
of interfering with the Copeland crime scene). 
Antic was also arraigned on an obstruction charge, 
with additional counts of disorderly conduct and 
harassment (of a police officer) in the second 
degree. All were misdemeanors but, if the players 
were convicted of them, could lead to jail time. 

Even before they were transferred from the 
precinct to the court, news media had gathered 
outside. If you Googled his name in the following 


weeks, the first image you saw was Thabo 
Sefolosha in a black hoodie and handcuffs being 
perp-walked out of the precinct. 


“OK. COACH IS waiting for you.” 

At the end of a Ritz-Carlton corridor was the 
hotel room of Mike Budenholzer, the Hawks’ 
head coach. He’d summoned Sefolosha and Antic 
shortly after they'd finally arrived back at the hotel 
from the courthouse in the late afternoon. The 
coach’s room awaited them like a confessional. 

Sefolosha felt both guilty and innocent. He was 
acutely aware of how it all looked. He had been 
out on a school night at 4 in the morning at a 
famous late-night party emporium. He’d spent 
the past nine hours incarcerated. He was now 
accused of crimes. It was all over the news, and 
many initial reports had conflated his and Antic’s 
arrests with the Copeland stabbing—were 
Sefolosha and Antic somehow involved in that? 
“There's no point in sugarcoating anything,” 
Sefolosha said to himself and then to Antic out 
loud. They knocked on the door. 

Budenholzer was stone-faced as he took in the 
details. But as the story went on, his eyebrows 
climbed. “They described to me everything that 
happened, including some things they could have 
done different, or they could have been more 
perfect at,” Budenholzer now says. “They were 
very honest. But what happened to them, in their 
minds, was not right. And as I put it all together, 
I felt the same way.” 

He told his players to go back to their rooms, 
take a shower: “You guys are not playing tonight. 
We'll figure it out. Get some rest.” 

“But Coach, that’s not all, man,’ Sefolosha said. 
He'd waited until the end to disclose the ugliest 
upshot: the extent of the pain he was then feeling 
in his ankle. He believed he'd suffered a serious 
injury. He needed to see the team doctors. 

“That was tough, telling him that,’ Sefolosha 
says now. “That's when I really felt like: F---, I’m 
letting the team down.” 

Budenholzer acknowledged that this turn of 
events was not ideal. But he says he never doubted 
that his players had been arrested unjustly. 
Budenholzer told Sefolosha at one point, “This is 
what's wrong with America.” 


BUDENHOLZER WAS THE first to inform Sefolosha 
that a video of his encounter with the NYPD, shot 
on a cellphone, had appeared online, published by 
TMZ. A day later, a second video, shot from the 
opposite angle, went up. In the video, Sefolosha, 
surrounded by cops, is being pulled and pushed 


this way and that before what looks like five 
officers tackle him to the ground. A woman's 
alarmed voice is saying, “They didn’t do anything!” 
and “Stop!” The voice belongs to one of the women 
who'd met Sefolosha and Antic inside 1 Oak. She 
shot the video. Her friend, who also had met the 
players that night, can be heard on the video 
saying, “He was trying to give him money.” Most 
memorable, though, is Sefolosha’s own voice. In 
the beginning of the video, he’s still upright but 
caught at the center of a scrum of cops. His 
position is precarious, volatile—you can tell that, 
very soon, he'll be going down hard—and it’s right 
at this point that he says to the cops, in a futile 
effort to reverse the inevitable: “Relax. Relax.” 

That evening, in the locker room before the 
game with the Nets, Budenholzer made a few 
brief remarks to the team on the events of the 
morning and Sefolosha’s injury. He didn’t dwell 
on it. But over the next few days, as they watched 
the TMZ videos and as a fuller understanding of 
what had happened spread among the players, 
many of them grew angry: angry on behalf of 
Sefolosha, angry that yet another episode of what 
appeared to them to be racially motivated police 
violence had touched one of their own, and angry 
that an incident having nothing to do with 
basketball had sidelined a key player, damaging 
the potency of their team as the playoffs loomed. 
Says Hawks guard Kyle Korver, “Nothing upsets 
me more than people who abuse their power— 
and the police are people with power.’ For some 
black players, Sefolosha’s experience renewed a 
kind of but-for-the-grace-of-God-go-I feeling. 

“We understand you have to be careful, even in 
situations where youre not even doing anything 
wrong,” says one. Darvin Ham, a Hawks assistant 
coach who played eight years in the NBA, says, 
“Every time you have an interaction with a police 
officer, it’s always in the back of your mind as a 
black man: They may come at me aggressive. It’s 
unfortunate, but I have to have that talk with my 
sons. ‘Be polite, talk to them with direct eye 
contact, make sure they see your hands.” 

For the Hawks in April, all of these feelings had 
to be put aside. Still, as the playoffs were set to 
begin, a few of them reached out to Spiro to run an 
idea by him—a show of solidarity for their fallen 
comrade. Spiro considered it, but he ultimately 
counseled the players against it, concerned it 
might impair his efforts to get Antic and Sefolosha 
cleared. Before a game in December, LeBron 
James, Kyrie Irving and the Brooklyn Nets had 
famously worn T-shirts that said I caN’T 
BREATHE—the words Eric Garner had uttered 


while a cop choked him to death. The Hawks 
players had also wanted to don black T-shirts 
during warm-ups before a game. Across the front, 
the shirts would have said: RELAX. 


BERTILLE SEFOLOSHA MET her future husband in 
2002 in the French town of Chalon-sur-Sadéne, in 
Burgundy. It was where she'd grown up, the 
daughter of a Cameroonian mother and French 
father. Thabo Sefolosha had moved there from 
Switzerland at 18 to play on the junior squad of the 
town’s pro basketball club, Elan Chalon, and to 
study at a local lycée. They were essentially high 
school sweethearts. When Bertille heard the news 
that her husband had been arrested outside a 
nightclub at 4 in the morning, and likely injured, 
she says her mind was filled only with worry—for 
his health, his career. 

Only later, once he was sitting across from her at 
the kitchen table of their large house in Atlanta’s 
Buckhead neighborhood, where they live with 
their two daughters, 6 and 7 years old, did her 
thoughts turn probative, incredulous, suspicious. 
She has long brown hair that she wears in braids, 
skin that looks almost golden, a master’s degree in 
international relations and the cast of mind of an 
investigator. She grilled her husband at that table. 
“T asked him like a million questions,” she says. 
How long were you at the club? What time were you 
Jirst approached by the police? Who was the taxi 
driver there? Did she see what happened? The 
homeless guy—why did you insist on giving him 
money? Why didn’t you just get in the car and go? 
What exactly did you say to the police? But you 
must have said something! 

Pero Antic came by the house a little while later. 
She sat him down and grilled him too. 

Bertille says she wasn’t doubting her husband’s 
story; she was playing prosecutor, trying to prepare 
him for the road to come. But after he answered 
her many queries, Sefolosha’s mind cycled. “I was 
like: Is that really it? Am I missing part of it? I 
was doubting myself, I was questioning myself.” 
Sefolosha’s concerns were later confirmed—his 
right fibula had indeed been fractured, the 
ligaments shredded around the ankle and at the 
top of his foot. And in a cast after the surgery, his 
ankle ached. He struggled to sleep. He lost his 
appetite. He began having weird abstract night- 
mares that left him not with memories of the 
dreams’ narratives but a vague sense of dread. 


ALL THROUGH THE spring and summer, Sefolosha 
and Antic waited. Meanwhile, the playoffs 
unspooled without Sefolosha. He watched 
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impotently as the Hawks advanced to the Eastern 
Conference finals, only to be swept by the Cavaliers 
and James, who averaged 30.3 points, 11 rebounds 
and 9.3 assists in the series. Sefolosha—with his 
95.3 defensive rating, third among all NBA small 
forwards with at least 40 games played—would 
have been tasked with guarding James. As he does 
every year, Sefolosha took his family home to 
Europe for July and August. Antic went back to 
Macedonia; his contract with the Hawks ended 
and he struck a deal to play the next season at 
Fenerbahce, a pro team in Istanbul. 

There were many within the Hawks organiza- 
tion and in the players’ union who believed 
that the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office, 
responsible for investigating Sefolosha and Antic 
for the misdemeanor counts against them, would 
at some point drop the cases. It seemed absurd 
to them that it had even gotten this far. Hawks 
execs felt the holdup almost assuredly had to do 
with the inevitable civil lawsuit Sefolosha would 
file against New York City and the NYPD for 
breaking his leg and endangering his career. 
(Despite his strategic disclaimers in the media, 
Sefolosha knew almost from the start that he 
would sue, but only after the criminal case was 
resolved.) If the DA dismissed the charges, it 
would only strengthen Sefolosha’s civil lawsuit. 
On the other hand, if the government took the 
case to trial and lost, that too would arguably 
boost the strength of Sefolosha’s suit. 

In late July, Spiro met with supervisory prosecu- 
tors in the DAs office and gave a presentation that 
revealed CCTV footage (along with the TMZ 
videos) of the altercation and moments surround- 
ing it. He applied the law to the facts. He attempted 
to demonstrate that reasonable doubt loomed 
large behind each of the counts against his clients. 
He reiterated that under no circumstances would 
his clients take a plea. Still, the prosecutors were 
mum. Another month passed. Early on in the 
process, a tentative trial date of Sept. 9 had been 
set. That day arrived, and all the parties convened 
at 100 Centre St., the city’s downtown criminal 
courthouse, so bleak and inhospitable it’s almost 
Gothic. The charges against Antic were dismissed 
in full but not those against Sefolosha. 

For him, the DAs office had another offer: one 
day of community service and something called an 
adjournment in contemplation of dismissal, or 
ACD. If accepted, this meant that the charges 
against him would be expunged from his record in 
six months. An ACD, in other words, is essentially 
a dismissal, albeit a delayed one. For somewhat 
complicated reasons, ACDs are now standard 
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operating procedure for prosecutors in New York 
state when they want to resolve a case without 
trial. A person inside the Manhattan DA’s office 
says that when it comes to any kind of altercation 
with police, a complete dismissal “just doesn’t 
happen.” Indeed, Antic’s full non-ACD dismissal 
was highly rare, offered only to the incontrovert- 
ibly innocent, such as in clear-cut cases of 
mistaken identity. An ACD is actually only slightly 
less rare. According to a recent study, the DA’s 
office chooses to prosecute 96 percent of the 
misdemeanor cases brought to it by the NYPD. 

In New York City, few Gf any) of the defendants 
accused of the same crimes as Sefolosha have the 
resources of an NBA millionaire. Many don’t 

have the money even to make bail. Thus, despite 
sometimes dubious charges and weak cases against 
them, defendants accept plea bargains just so they 
can get off Rikers Island. “These types of cases are 
a joke among public defenders and prosecutors,” 
says one Legal Aid attorney. “It’s often police 
arresting someone because they didn’t show the 
expected deference to police authority.” 

In many ways, then, the deal offered to Sefolosha 
was a good one. For two weeks in September, he 
pondered the decision: take the ACD and move on 
with his life—he wouldn't even need to appear in 
court again, and his fingerprint records would be 
destroyed—or fight the charges at trial. At first, the 
latter option seemed lunatic. To do so would be to 
risk a jury’s conviction, which in turn could lead to 
all kinds of nasty outcomes, including deportation 
(he had no green card) or the termination of his 
Hawks contract. Even prison time wouldn't be off 


the table; Spiro informed Sefolosha that the max 
sentence would be two years behind bars. “The 
practical man takes this deal,’ Spiro says. 

When Michele Roberts, director of the National 
Basketball Players Association, first heard that 
the Manhattan DAs office was not fully dismissing 
the charges against Sefolosha, she says she was 
“absolutely shocked ... and then I was angry.’ 
Roberts, a former Washington, D.C., lawyer, has 
won cases for defendants she showed were victims 
of excessive police force and has successfully 
defended cops being prosecuted for excessive use 
of force. Says Roberts, who had sent the union's 
general counsel to the precinct on the morning of 
April 8: “It was a quote-unquote generous offer, 
but that’s the offer you make when you know your 
case is weak. And if you're acknowledging in any 
regard that your case is weak, dismiss it!” 

Again and again, Spiro and Sefolosha weighed 
the pros and cons. But the more Sefolosha 
considered it, the more he wondered. Taking the 
ACD, to him, carried a certain residue, almost as 
though he’d be copping to a kind of figurative guilt. 
By accepting it, he’d be conceding that his arrest 
had been lawful, that the police had been within 
their rights to take him into custody—which could 
undermine his civil suit. Conceding it also meant 
that he could never show what he believed to be 
true: that he’d not deserved to have his leg broken 
by a scrum of cops. It was, in a way, perverse. It 
was clear to Sefolosha that if his leg had not wound 
up broken, if he’d been uninjured just as Antic was, 
his case too would have been fully dismissed. 

As Spiro and Sefolosha were going over all this, 


Sefolosha’s mother urged caution: 
It’s adangerous thing to goup 
against a powerful system. 


some news hit the wires. Earlier that very day, 
Sept. 9, possibly while Sefolosha was standing next 
to his lawyer in criminal court, a white NYPD 
detective had tackled and handcuffed a man stand- 
ing on a sidewalk in Manhattan who the cop 
thought resembled a criminal he’d been trailing. 
Only it wasn’t the criminal. It was James Blake, 

the retired black tennis pro. 


BEYOND HIS ATTORNEY and his wife, Sefolosha 
consulted an inner circle of confidants that 
included his parents. His mother, Christine 
Sefolosha, a painter, was born in Vevey, an ancient 
and picturesque village of stone houses and 
cobbled lanes on the north shore of Lake Geneva. 
Her family has called it home for many genera- 
tions. His father, Patrick Sefolosha, was born in 
South Africa, outside Pretoria, and raised mostly in 
a vast, plumbing-less shantytown called Mamelodi, 
one of the country’s notorious black-people-only 
townships—the apartheid-regime version of 
Indian reservations. He grew up to become a 
musician, the frontman and saxophonist for an 
Afropop band called the Malopoets. He wore his 
hair in Rasta-length dreads. The band signed a 
record deal with Virgin. It toured Europe and 
America and played New York City. The music 
was overtly political: anti-regime, pro-resistance. 
The New York Times once reviewed a Malopoets 
show at the celebrated world-music venue SOB’s 
in Manhattan. The Malopoets’ songs, the article 
noted, were mostly sung in the Sotho language 
and “turned out to be prayers for families torn 
apart through South Africa’s resettlement policies, 


or exhortations to ‘fight for your rights.” Back 
home, Patrick was constantly harassed by police, 
detained, beaten up, released. He does not 
remember how many times he was arrested. 
“Talking to you like this—it’s so behind me, more 
than 30 years—it’s: Did I really live that? Yes, I 
did. Those were not happy times. But I had to live 
them. You go through this kind of thing, you don’t 
know anything else, you deal with it. You find a 
way not to be arrested. You are always trying to 
avoid trouble because trouble can be anything.” 
One night while he lay asleep in bed, a Malopoets 
bandmate was murdered, Patrick says, likely by a 
pro-government death squad. 

Patrick met Christine in Johannesburg after a 
show one night. She had moved to the country 
some years before with her then-husband, a white 
South African veterinarian she had met in 
Switzerland. After a time, she divorced the vet to 
be with Patrick. “I was not an activist then,’ she 
says. “But by becoming involved with Thabo’s 
father, I became an activist.” She was now ona 
list, a suspected member of the African National 
Congress, the major anti-regime armed resistance 
movement. She was arrested and detained by 
police. She says she received threatening phone 
calls in the middle of the night. Whites weren't 
allowed in the townships, so she sneaked into 
Mamelodi to see Patrick. She became pregnant 


with his child (Thabo’s older brother Kgomotso). 
The apartheid regime had so-called miscegenation 
laws: No romance or “interbreeding” between 
white and black. For this transgression, he faced 
10 years in prison. She faced an enforced abortion. 
In 1983, they fled South Africa and apartheid. 

“T escaped that,’ Patrick says. “I escaped that 
especially for my kids. And then to see that Thabo 
has to go through this same kind of thing ...” His 
voice trails off. He has keenly followed the news of 
the killings of African-Americans by police in the 
U.S.—Garner, Michael Brown, Tamir Rice, Walter 
Scott, Freddie Gray—and the resulting protests. 
When he learned about what happened to Thabo 
in April, he says he felt enormous relief. “I was 
happy,’ he says, “because he wasn’t killed. They 
only broke his leg.” 


THABO’S BROTHER KGOMOTSO urged him to fight; 
Bertille did the same. She said, “What about all the 
people that cannot afford this type of lawyer and 
get squashed by the system?” His mother urged 
caution: It’s a dangerous thing to go up against a 
powerful system. Budenholzer, in a one-on-one 
meeting with Sefolosha, said he thought he should 
fight. Patrick Sefolosha told his son, “It is a matter 
of ... your honor.’ This is how Thabo Sefolosha puts 
it: “I believe what happened was an injustice. And 
looking at this, you think, ‘Maybe this same type of 
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thing happens to many more people. I am ina 
position where I can prove I’m innocent. Not many 
other people have that chance.” 

When Spiro informed the DA’s office that 
Sefolosha was refusing the deal, prosecutors came 
back with a sweetened offer: They would strike the 
community service. But it wasn’t enough. Sefolosha 
had made up his mind: It was either a full 
dismissal like the one Antic had received, or trial. 

He felt he had no choice. 


“HE DOESN'T THINK the rules apply to him. He’s a 
professional athlete, a member of the NBA. He 
can do what he wants to do. You are going to hear 
about how on April 8, 2015, the defendant 
displayed a sense of entitlement and disdain. 
Entitlement, in that he shouldn't have to comply to 
the rules everybody else has to.” So said Assistant 
District Attorney Jesse Matthews in his opening 
remarks early on the second day of the trial, Oct. 6. 
A small bearded man, he was one of two ADAs 
assigned to prosecute Sefolosha. 

When Sefolosha spurned the deal, the govern- 
ment seemed to go after him with the full weight 
of the office. According to a person with knowledge 
of the DAs office, investigators were temporarily 
pulled off a homicide case to assist in Sefolosha’s 
prosecution. In the first minutes of the first day of 
the trial’s proceedings, before jury selection had 
begun, one of the ADAs requested what's called 
a Parker warning. In essence this meant the DA 
wanted the court to consider Sefolosha a flight risk. 

“Uh, no,’ the judge said. 

The DAs even tried to add a fourth count— 
harassment of a police officer in the second 
degree—to the crimes Sefolosha was already 
accused of. Harassment wasn’t on the original 
criminal complaint. The judge dismissed it. 

During jury selection, the DAs asked a curious 
question of the pool of 25 Manhattanites, only 
three of whom were black. Would you be able to 
remain unbiased if the only witnesses produced 
by the prosecution were police officers? 


THE PROSECUTION CALLED to the stand JohnPaul 
Giacona, 28 years old, from Staten Island, New 
York—holder of a bachelor’s degree in marketing 
from St. John’s University, Staten Island campus— 
three years and three months on the New York City 
police force. Shield No. 9996. Giacona is a member 
of the 10th Precinct’s “cabaret unit” or “cabaret 
squad,” which oversees the bars and nightclubs of 
Manhattan’s upscale nightlife-heavy neighbor- 
hoods. In the 10th, it’s not just 1 Oak but Avenue, 
Marquee, Dream, PHD, No. 8, Tao. The cabaret 
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units make sure the crowds are orderly. They 
routinely deal with mouthy drunks. Says one 
veteran NYPD cabaret cop, “You become thick- 
skinned to that. This is what you're going to deal 
with. It becomes secondhand to us.” 

Early on the morning of April 8, Giacona was 
one of dozens of officers who responded to a 
crime scene. A man was down, bleeding from a 
stab wound. It would later be determined that 
this was Chris Copeland of the Pacers, formerly of 
the Knicks. Two women were also cut as they 
tried to hold back the perpetrator. Colleagues of 
Giacona had approached the perpetrator with 
their guns drawn. He still had a switchblade in 
his hand; Copeland’s driver, the hero of the hour, 
had him in a bear hug; he dropped the switch- 
blade. There was blood on the pavement. The 
injured male, in that moment, was judged “likely,” 
as in likely to die. The order from the supervisory 
sergeant: Shut down 1 Oak and Artichoke, the 
all-night pizza place at 17th and 10th, immedi- 
ately. Clear the block! As Giacona did this, he said, 
everyone was “very compliant.” Only two males— 
two very tall males—were not. He asked them 
“politely” to leave. They were, he said, more 
interested in mingling and talking to girls. He 
was forced to approach the males a fourth, a fifth, 
a sixth time. Then one of the males said to him, 
“You're mad youre a midget. I would be mad too 
if I were a midget.’ Giacona is 5-7, 160 pounds. 
He was just trying to do his job. “We just want 
him to leave at that point,” he said. 

They called to the stand Daniel Dongvort, 28, 
from Smithtown on Long Island—formerly an 
emergency medical service responder, with an 
associate's degree in liberal arts from Empire 
State College—almost four years on the force. 
Shield No. 3129. He too responded to the 
stabbing. He rendered first aid to the victim, 
Copeland (who would, in fact, go on to survive 
his injuries), and helped him into an ambulance. 
He was then assigned to crime-scene security. 
Dongvort first saw the defendant speaking to 
Officer Giacona near the corner of 17th Street and 
10th Avenue. The defendant, Dongvort said, was 
being mouthy: “He was calling him a midget 
repeatedly.” Sefolosha and Antic refused to leave 
the area after “multiple requests from many 
officers.” He, Dongvort, opened the door of a 
livery cab for the defendant and urged the 
defendant to enter the automobile and go home. 
But just then “another unknown male” grabbed 
Dongvort’s attention. He tried to escort this other 
male away from the area. As he was doing so, he 
could see out of the corner of his eye another of 


his colleagues and the defendant involved in some 
kind of commotion. He went over to assist. 

They called to the stand Richard Caster, 

28 years old, from Rockville Centre—formerly 

a TSA employee at LaGuardia Airport, degree 

in USS. history from C.W. Post Long Island 
University—on the force for more than three 
years. Shield No. 17276. He first noticed the 
defendant because he was “not complying with 
instructions from Officer Giacona.” Meanwhile, 
“everyone else was compliant.” When Caster 

was standing near the corner of 17th Street and 
10th Avenue, he saw the defendant charging and 
lunging at his colleague, Officer Dongvort. “The 
charge was an aggressive motion.” He took action. 
He “stepped in” before the defendant could 
make contact with Officer Dongvort. He took the 
defendant by his right arm. He informed the 
defendant he was under arrest and told him to 
put his hands behind his back. But the defendant 
refused. He resisted. He was “straightening his 
arms.” Sefolosha is a large man, approximately 
6-7 and 230 pounds. Officer Dongvort came 

to assist in the arrest. So did several others, 
including Officer Giacona, who swept Sefolosha’s 
legs. It was a “proper takedown,” Caster said. 
Officer Giacona put the handcuffs on. 

The five officers involved in the arrest of Thabo 
Sefolosha—Giacona, Dongvort and Caster, as well 
as others named Michael O’Sullivan and Jordan 
Rossi—were not made available for this story. 
They were each being investigated by Internal 
Affairs and the CCRB. (Giacona and Caster were 
later found guilty of unlawful abuse of authority, 
with recommended punishments of up to 15 days 
of docked vacation time for Giacona and formal- 
ized training for Caster.) Their union, the 
Patrolmen’s Benevolent Association, also declined 
to comment or make the officers’ union-provided 
attorneys available for comment. The DA's office 
declined to comment as well. The accounts above 
are based on trial testimony and statements made 
by the officers to CCRB investigators. 


“WHERE DID YOU grow up?” Assistant DA Matthews 
asked early in his direct examination of Caster. 

“Long Island, New York, raised by my parents,” 
Caster said, and without further prompting he 
added: “My father’s black, mother’s white.” 

His father is Richard C. Caster, 67 years old, a 
former All-Pro tight end with the Jets, Oilers, 
Saints and Redskins, who grew up in Mobile, 
Alabama, and played football on scholarship at 
Jackson State, a historically all-black college in 
Mississippi. In May 1970, his senior year, police 
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opened fire with shotguns on a group of Jackson 
State student protesters, killing two and injuring 
12. “Listen,” Richard Caster said when I spoke to 
him recently by phone. “I was brought up in the 
South and only came up here for the first time as a 
21-year-old.” He added, “I was right in the heat of 
everything.” And then he said he thought it best if 
he didn’t say anything more. 


SPIRO’S FIRST QUESTION to Giacona in cross- 
examination was, “Officer, will you use that 
marker and mark on the easel when you first 
noticed that my client was black?” 

“Objection, your honor.” 

“Sustained.” 

Spiro proceeded to slowly undermine Giacona’s 
recollection of events—and that of the other 
officers. He got Giacona to say he didn’t really 
know how many times he'd approached Sefolosha 


to tell him to leave the block—that the six times 
Giacona had sworn to, a number that appeared in 
the original criminal complaint, was potentially 
false. The line of questioning suggested it was 
a high-side estimate put into the report to 
strengthen the case against Sefolosha. Spiro got 
the officers to agree that, yes, when Sefolosha was 
arrested, there were many other civilians closer to 
the crime scene, as captured by the CCTV cameras. 
He asked Giacona, “You've never seen the video of 
you walking by the Caucasian individuals and 
walking right up to Mr. Sefolosha?” After playing 
the footage, Spiro eventually got Giacona to agree 
that this had happened. 

“Are there lots of people closer than Mr. 
Sefolosha?” 

“I would say so, yes.” 

Using an NYPD document he’d obtained 
from a friendly source within the department, 


Spiro showed that the officers originally wanted 
to charge Antic with attempting to punch 
Dongvort—an allegation clearly refuted by the 
CCTV footage and the TMZ videos. Spiro noted 
that in the TMZ videos you can hear many voices 
saying many things but never the words “Put your 
hands behind your back” or “You're under arrest,” 
which the officers testified they'd uttered repeat- 
edly while trying to corral Sefolosha. Spiro got 
Caster to agree that, yes, it was possible that 
Sefolosha was trying to give money to a homeless 
person and that maybe Sefolosha hadn't been 
making an aggressive move toward Dongvort at 
all. Then Spiro produced the homeless man. 


ON THE STAND on the third day of the trial he wore a 
big knit cap, a denim vest and baggy black pants. 
He chewed gum as he testified. He said his name 
was Amos Canty. He looked to be in his late 40s or 
50s. He testified that he “works” for the bouncers 
at 1 Oak, performing whatever tasks—setting up 
partitions, hailing cabs for clubgoers—they ask 
him to. He testified he’s not above asking the VIPs 
for money, including Sefolosha on the morning of 
April 8, at the corner of 17th Street and 10th 
Avenue. He testified that Sefolosha tried to give 
him money but that he never got it because an 
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officer intervened. He testified that he then saw 
several cops take Sefolosha down. Spiro’s investiga- 
tor Herman Weisberg, a former NYPD detective, 
says Canty almost didn’t take the stand on the 

day of his testimony. When Canty saw the 10th 
Precinct cops in the courtroom, he got scared. And 
on cross-examination, Assistant DA Francesca 
Bartolomey tried her best to impugn him. 

“Were you paid for your testimony today?” 

“Was I what?” 

“Were you paid for your testimony today?” 

“Hell no! Somebody supposed to be payin’ me?” 
The courtroom erupted in laughter. 

“Is your name Renard Dobson?” 

“No, that was an alias name I had. I had ID 
made from another country, yes. Wait, wait, I’m on 
trial here or something?” 

“Is your name Walter Jordan?” 

“Don't worry about my name, I’m not on trial.” 

Under direct examination, he'd testified that his 
mother gave him the nickname everyone on the 
street knows him by. 

“What do they all refer to you as?” 

“True.” 


WHEN ALEX SPIRO said, “The defense calls Thabo 
Sefolosha,’ the player rose from the defendant’s 
table in his bespoke suit, folded his length into the 
witness stand and sat there, slightly hunched. His 
testimony under direct examination was efficient. 
(“Did you ever turn back and go, against his order, 
towards the club?” “Never.” “Did you ever say, ‘I’m 
not going. I refuse.” “Never.” “Did you ever 
intentionally try to interfere with the crime scene 
that is now 100 feet in the other direction?” 
“Objection.” “Overruled.” “Never.”) He was cool 
under fire during the cross, which was handled by 
Bartolomey. With several early questions, she 
seemed to suggest, to little effect, that Sefolosha 
and Antic had intended to cheat on their wives 
that night. As she probed for details on Sefolosha’s 
decision to give money to the homeless person, her 
line of inquiry grew muddled. At times the jury 
looked bored. The lone black juror studied his 
fingernails. Bartolomey’s questions grew repetitive, 
and the judge, with frustration in his voice, began 
sustaining objections—asked and answered—that 
Spiro never actually made. 

But the district attorneys had a surprise. After 
the defense rested—Spiro’s final witness was 
Budenholzer, whose role was to laud Sefolosha’s 
character—the prosecution recalled to the stand 
Officers Caster and Dongvort. They testified that 
they both knew the homeless man, who went by 
the name True, very well from their nightly tours 


with the cabaret squad. True, Dongvort said, was 
“definitely not” the person he had escorted away 
from Sefolosha’s livery cab. True, Caster said, was 
“absolutely not” the person Sefolosha had been 
trying to give money to. The objective of their 
testimony seemed clear: Make the jury wonder 
whether Spiro, Sefolosha and True had concocted 
the whole story of the alms for a homeless person. 


THE JURY BEGAN deliberations just after 4 p.m. on 
Thursday, Oct. 8. About 15 minutes later, the bailiff 
emerged. There were gasps. Already? But no, the 
jurors merely wanted a copy of the CCTV and 
TMZ video footage. Soon the judge sent them 
home for the night. They returned for further 
deliberation at 9:30 a.m. the next day. In the court- 
room, Sefolosha was stressed. He would later say 
that his stress level was a 9 on a scale of 1 to 10. 
The thinking was that the longer it took for the 
jury to decide, the worse it was for Sefolosha. 

Ten, 15, 20 minutes passed. Next to Spiro at the 
defense table, Sefolosha put his head in his hands, 
he rubbed his temples, he stood up and then sat 
back down. He looked up at the dirty beige foam 
panels of the courtroom’s dropped ceiling. With 
its beat-up file cabinets and fluorescent lights, its 
stacks of papers and silent, mirthless functionar- 
ies, it could have been the office of a minor 
government ministry on the outskirts of Minsk. 
There were times during the trial that Sefolosha 
felt he was ensnared like a Kafka character in 
some treacherous and mystifying legal system. 
“The DA talking about how I feel entitled?” he 
says. “You don’t know me! Why would you attack 
me and who I am? Why don’t you just go with 
facts? Isn’t it your job to find the truth? After a 
certain point, I was like, ‘Man, this is getting ... 
deeper and deeper. This is crazy. This is non- 
sense.” Even now, Spiro and the judge were 
engaged in an arcane argument about some finer 
point of the law as applied to the case. Then the 
bailiff emerged from the jury room and handed 
the judge what appeared to be an envelope. The 
judge held on to the envelope and continued to 
analyze the point of law. Something about it 
seemed to have caught his legal-philosophical 
interest. He and Spiro went on for a bit. People’s 
eyes were bugging out. It was as though the 
judge were doing this on purpose, like a prank. 
Sefolosha ran his hand over his face. 

‘All rise.” The jury came in. The women in 
dresses and lipstick. The men in blazers, ties, suits. 

“Have you reached a verdict?” 

The three counts were read out loud, and after 
each one, the young forewoman said, “Not guilty.” 


THREE WEEKS AFTER the verdict, on Oct. 27, 
Sefolosha played his first NBA game since April 7. 
He says he still feels pain when he plays. Because 
of the surgery to repair the ligaments, he says, his 
Achilles tendon is extremely tight. Before and 
during games he can be seen doing complex 
stretching exercises to it with an instrument that 
looks like a baton. But he’s playing well, posting 
career highs in rebounds per game and field goal 
percentage. He is without a doubt a key element in 
the greater Hawks’ calculus for another title run. 
Maybe he will win a championship with them. 

Still, Sefolosha has never been named an All-Star. 
He remains a bench player. And in the aftermath 
of April 8, he worried that whenever anyone 
Googled his name, the first image was of him in 
handcuffs. In late October, he told ESPN’s Hannah 
Storm he was planning to file a $50 million lawsuit 
against New York City, the NYPD and the officers. 
And after Sefolosha’s acquittal, after all the media 
coverage of his ordeal, it is likely his career will 
never be defined by his feats on the court but by 
his altercation with the NYPD in the year of Black 
Lives Matter. When casual fans think about him 
now at all, it is in this context. His fame, such as it 
is, will have been guaranteed by a violent police 
act. He has become in this way a minor American 
civil rights symbol—the embodiment of his father’s 
songs and a reminder that what his parents fled 
from in South Africa has endured in subtler forms. 
Though his decision to refuse the ACD and fight 
the police at trial was indeed partly political—a 
kind of protest against a broader pattern of 
injustice—he has become such a symbol against 
his will. He is not even American. Really, Thabo 
Sefolosha just wanted to clear his name. 

When he sees fans now, they often mention his 
case, sometimes in ways that disturb him. 
According to Sefolosha, at a game not long after 
the start of the season, he heard some fans 
exuberantly shout in his direction, “F--- the 
police!” He told this to me one afternoon in early 
November as we drove to his house from prac- 
tice—and he immediately regretted it. What the 
fans yelled clearly made him nervous. He said he 
preferred it not be included in the story at all. 

“There are all these tragic stories that are far 
worse than Thabo’,,” his mother, Christine, told me 
from Vevey not long ago. “I don’t want him to 
become a hero. I really believe the more you stick 
your neck out, the more youre a target, especially 
on an issue like this. I am scared for him. He did 
his duty. He said what he had to say. He proved he 
was not guilty. Now I wish for him to be serene— 
and put this story behind him.’ G@ 
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INTERVIEW BY ALYSSA ROENIGK 


Alot has been written about you and your 
family since Caleb’s death, and now your 
autobiography, Catching the Sky, comes 
out in January. When it was your turn to 
hold the pen, what did you want to say? 
Most people ask me, “Really? Your parents 
support you through this, even after 
what happened?” That’s one of the most 
important things in my life. It means 

a lot that my family has been behind 

me 100 percent. Another thing I wanted 
to get through was how important my 
brother was to me. Without him, I 
wouldn't be anywhere close to where I’m 


at today. I was always trying to keep up 
with him. He was fearless. He taught me 
and led the way. We were best friends. 

In the past, keeping up with and beating 
Caleb was your motivation. What is your 
motivation to keep riding today? 

Now I ride because I love it. My motiva- 
tion is to push the sport and keep the 
sport alive. I also ride for my brother 
and to carry on his legacy. He taught 
me everything I know. Why would I 
throw that away? 

What have you learned about yourself over 
the past three years? 
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I took for granted all the stuff Caleb did, from 
getting us into ride shows to teaching me to ride. 
If I broke something, he would fix it. He kept up 
with our taxes, our books, talked to our sponsors 
and our manager. I was that kid who was like, “I 
don’t want to grow up. I want to be a kid forever.” 
I used to be really shy, and I’ve broken out of my 
shell and learned to talk to people, to take care of 
business. Without him, I’ve had to grow up a lot. 
How do you want your brother to be remembered? 
As a badass, truly great guy. He walked in the 
room and lit it up. He could be friends with 
anyone or talk to anyone or talk you into doing 
anything. He was down to help anyone out, no 
matter what. Going into X Games, he would even 
help out our top competitor. If they were having 
trouble with a trick, he’d help them learn. That’s 
how he was. He had the kindest heart. 
Nitro Circus Live’s 2015 North America Tour was 
dedicated to Erik Roner, who died in a skydiving 
accident shortly before the start of the tour in 
September. Freestyle motocross rider Josh 
Sheehan lost his brother in a trail riding accident 
over the summer. You lost your brother. How do you 
turn your loss into motivation to perform? 
I’ve never talked to anyone about it, but those of 
us who have lost someone so close, we know what 
each other feels like, but it’s unspoken. We do it 
not only for ourselves but for them, in memory of 
them, in honor of them. It’s to give back to them 
and carry on their names and what they all did. 
Nitro made a video of Erik and played it before 
the start of the shows. It wasn’t easy to watch and 
go out and ride, but I was like, “Let’s do this.” 
After Caleb’s accident, X Games canceled the 
Snowmobile and Moto X Best Trick events and 
implemented more safety measures. What else 
could contests do to make the sport safer? 
I think they're doing everything they can. The 
landings at X Games are the biggest and safest we 
jump to; the ramps are in pristine condition. If we 
have any kind of question, we ask and they fix it 
right away. They aren’t skimping out on anything. 
All the events and shows now are safe. That is the 
No. 1 goal nowadays. How far can the sport go if 
youre not going to be safe? 

When I was 12, I broke both my femurs and 
my pelvis racing an ATV. People were telling my 
parents they needed to sell my quad. In the 
hospital right after surgery, I said the first thing 
I wanted to do is go ride. After Caleb's accident, I 
was worried [about X Games canceling snowmo- 
bile events | because that’s not at all what I wanted 
or my family wanted, and I know that’s not what 
Caleb would want. We take risks, but it’s calcu- 
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Caleb (far left) and 
Colten on the day of 
Caleb’s fatal crash: 
Jan. 24, 2013. 
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lated risk. We practice all the time. We know what 
were doing. Accidents happen. I would never 
want anyone to take this away from us. 

How different is it to train in Krum, Texas [elevation 
738 feet], when the other riders train year-round 
at altitude and on snow? 

It’s a little different, mostly on my body. I can’t 
breathe! I’m kidding. At home, I train in the foam 
pit. I learn tricks here and then go to Colorado for 
a couple of weeks to ride at elevation in the snow 
and adjust before X Games. Elevation hurts the 
power, so in Texas I ride a 600 stock sled. In 
Aspen, I ride a 600 mod, which is a faster sled, 
but because of elevation, it feels the same. 

You used to be the underdog, the snowmobile 
rider from Texas, the little brother. How different 

is it to go into X Games as the guy with the target 
on his back? 

I definitely liked being the underdog a lot better. 
There were no expectations. I don’t like the 


WATCH X GAMES ASPEN 2016 
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pressure as much, people thinking I should be 

the top guy. 

Where does that extra pressure come from, 

other people or yourself? 

Me. I hate losing. Anything from video games to 
riding a bike, shooting hoops. As soon as it’s a 
competition, all focus goes on. I have to win. 

After being absent in 2015, Freestyle is back in 

X Games Aspen this year. You won gold in that 
event in 2014. How will you defend your title? 

It’s going to be interesting. All the guys were 
bummed to not have Freestyle last year, so now 
that it’s back in, everyone’s pumped. Without the 
other snowmobile events [including Speed & 
Style, HillCross and Long Jump, which were all 
featured in 2015 but won't be in 2016], everyone 
has more time to concentrate on this one Freestyle 
event. Daniel Bodin is back, Levi LaVallee, Joe 
Parsons, Heath Frisby. It’s a stacked competition. 
I have to get to work. I want to learn some new 
tricks, ones that have already been done on a sled 
before but I haven’t done. Possibly some others. 
Like what? 

Some top-secret tricks. I think people are going to 
have to take notes from my brother, from the past, 
and that’s what I plan on doing. Hint hint. G 
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ARLY IN MY writing career, 
I was geeked to land a small 
piece in a preseason mag. I’d 
grown up buying stacks of 
them, sitting on the beach and poring over 
every page. So to get a byline in one, it was 
kind of a big deal. Then reality set in when 
a crusty old scribe growled at me in a press 
box in late August: “Congrats, kid. Now 
gather as many copies as you can and burn 
‘em. Because I guaran-damn-tee all that 
stuff you wrote will be wrong.” 

Sure enough, he was right. Not all of my 
predictions were wrong, only enough to 
make me want to quietly ignite a backyard 
bonfire. That first bunch of whiffs hurt 
like losing to BYU on a Hail Mary thrown 
by the backup QB in his first college game. 
(Amirite, Nebraska?) But we get used to 
it. Yep, we still boldly state our August 
picks (Auburn? Georgia? Title contend- 
ers!) and still lamely try to figure out how 
we could be so off in December—like 
10-teams-that-started-in-the-Top-25- 
but-disappeared off. But hey, at least 
Bama didn’t let us down. What a guy, that 
Nick Saban. (Amirite, Les?) 

So what else did we nail and what did 
we completely miss? Here are 25 things 
we thought we knew entering 2015. While 


you read, ’ll grab the lighter fluid. 
PLAYOFF TEAMS THROUGH WEEK 1 


CHANCE OF WINNING ALL REMAINING GAMES WIN QUALITY 
| | ’ | @ MEASURED ON 0-100 SCALE 


1. Urban Meyer and his three QBs will 
cruise to the College Football Playoff. 
Braxton Miller became a receiver, put a 
NE ER RSE STS ER RRR Labor Day B-button spin move on VaTech 
Michigan St.37 @ Western Michigane4 —89 ... and vanished. Cardale Jones won the 
Giamisohe Alara Mibhigan SE Ollenoina Oklahoma41 = vs.Akron30 sO starting job, got lost somewhere in the red 
0.5% 0.3% 4.2% 1.1% Clemson 49 vs. Wofford 10 68 zone ... and vanished. J.T. Barrett took 
*In Arlington, Texas over, got the Bucks moving ... and van- 
ished for a week after an OVI. With Jones 
and Miller headed to the NFL, I’m sure 
we'll all think OSU is somehow better off. 


Alabama 35 vs. Wisconsin 17* 94 


UNLIKELIEST COMEBACK OF THE WEEK BYU 33 @ Nebraska 28: 1.5% chance (0:54, 4Q) 
BASED ON IN-GAME WIN PROBABILITY 


ESPN Stats & Information’s weekly Chance of Winning All Remaining Games projection is based on 10,000 simulations of the rest of the season using ESPN’s Football Power Index. Win Quality measures the performance of the four playoff teams every 
week, taking into account how well each team controls its game play to play, the final result, game site and opponent strength (at season’s end). Finally, each Unlikeliest Comeback of the Week is based on ESPN Stats & Info’s in-game win probability, 
which evaluates each team’s chance to win at every point in its game using play-by-play data going back to ‘04. The team-agnostic model accounts for situational factors (time, score, field position, down, distance, etc.). 


Vv Derrick Henry’s 


season-high 


CHAMPIONSHIP 
DRIVE 


11.3 ypc vs. 
the Badgers 
put him on the 


Heisman radar. 


2. The Big 12 is a bunch of dummies for not 
throwing together a title game. 

Boomer Sooner, y'all (see page 44). 

3. Stanford’s Christian McCaffrey “will lead 
a trio of RBs coming off a lackluster ’14.” 
That’s how it read in our preview. No 
doubt, he led the Cardinal backs; we just 
didn’t foresee that he’d lead every RB 
anywhere—and every player in FBS 
history—with 3,496 all-purpose yards. 

4. Arkansas and Tennessee are back, baby! 
The Hogs lost to Toledo, and the Vols 
epically blew three leads in the first five 
weeks, including in a loss to, wait for it ... 
Arkansas. But both bounced back for 
bowl bids, as Bret Bielema and Butch 
Jones vie for Steve Spurrier’s title of most 
outspoken SEC coach. Bless their hearts. 
5. Texas is back, baby! 

As in back-to-back seven-loss seasons. 

6. DC Will Muschamp and QB Jeremy 
Johnson will get Auburn to the playoff. 

The Heisman-hyped Johnson sitting 
after three games? Surprising. His oft- 
suspended roomie, WR Duke Williams, 
booted from the team after Week 5 for a 
nightclub incident? Not so much. Auburn 
was 90th in total D, but what does 
Muschamp care now? He’s the man at 
South Carolina. The silver lining for head 
coach Gus Malzahn? He'll be home after 
the Birmingham Bowl for New Year’s Eve. 
7. Coaches everywhere will dance the Dab. 
OK, that’s a lie. No one foresaw old men 
breaking out the Dab—or Dabo Swinney 
dancing worse than Drake on Hotline Bling 
after every win (see page 50). Please stop. 
8. Areinvigorated Steve Spurrier will 
challenge in the SEC East. 

The further we get from his Oct. 13 
retirement (see page 54), the more the 
shine wears off from “that’s just Head Ball 
Coach being Head Ball Coach.” I wonder 
what the young Spurrier would’ve cracked 
about the old Spurrier’s exit? Can’t spell 
“escape” without SC, huh, Coach? 


9. Jim Harbaugh hype will be unbearable. 

Coeds wore khakis; dads tailgated sans shirt (OK, nothing new). 
Not even an opening loss to Utah could mellow the mania of 
Michigan’s rebirth. The inexplicable loss to Michigan State (see 
page 56) dampened it for a moment, but a 9-3 season was 
certainly ahead of schedule. A Buffalo Wild Wings Citrus Bowl win 
over Florida would crank 2016 expectations to a vein-popping 11. 
10. Jim McElwain needs two years to get Florida to SEC contention. 
Actually, he needed only until Oct. 3, when the Gators chomped 
then-No. 3 Ole Miss en route to their first East title since Urban 
Meyer. Now McElwain must preach patience to the Swamp, sure 
to be eager after Coach Mac’s fast start (see: Malzahn, Gus). 

11. USC will win the Pac-12. 

Daman you, City of Broken Dreams. 

12. If USC doesn’t win the Pac-12, UCLA will. 

The good news? True freshman QB Josh Rosen was as good as 
advertised. The bad news? He was still a true freshman. The worst 


news? The Pac-12 will sit at home on New Year's Eve (see page 49). 


13. Baylor at TCU will be the de facto Big 12 title game. 
Boomer Sooner, yall. 


14. Nick Chubb will be the most explosive running back in the nation. 


Oh yeah, the Georgia running back injury curse, clearly true. 


15. Leonard Fournette is a Four-gone conclusion to win the Heisman. 


OK, not a preseason prediction, but we were all screaming it by 
the end of September. Then he entered Tuscaloosa on Nov. 7 as a 
4-9 Heisman favorite and left with just 31 yards, as eventual 
winner Derrick Henry went for 210 and three TDs (see page 60). 
16. Maryland will be as terrible as its uniform combos, but coach 
Randy Edsall will be even worse. 

NAILED it. 

17. The Canes are gonna can Al Golden. 

NAILED it. We saw it coming as clearly as Clemson saw Miami's 
game plan (see page 58). Mark Richt? No one saw him coming. 
18. If lowa is its old seven-win self, Kirk Ferentz is done. 

Big Ten media picked Iowa fourth in the West; ESPN FPI figured 
6.3 wins. Iowa went 12-1, won the West and was a drive short of 
the playoff. It gets Stanford in the Rose Bowl Game Presented by 
Northwestern Mutual. (Kirk, time to reallocate that 401(k)!) 

19. Vernon Adams Jr. will make Oregon forget Marcus Mariota. 
Not quite spot-on, but the Eastern Washington transfer, who 


suffered a broken right index finger in 
Week 1, bounced back to lead wins over 
Stanford and USC. In nine Pac-12 games, 
he threw 35 TDs and 4 INTs, and he is 
sure to be picked in this year’s draft. (No 
wonder Montana State’s Dakota Prukop 
announced he is transferring to Oregon.) 
20. Georgia Tech’s triple-option is potent 
enough to play CFP crasher. 

While the kick-six to beat FSU was an 
all-timer, the Yeller Jackets were a wreck: 
no bow! for the first time in 19 years and 
the worst record (3-9) since 1994. 

21. FSU will suffer a post-Jameis funk. 
OK, let’s do the Dab for old times’ sake. 
22. Tennessee has a legit chance to halt 
Bama’s eight-year win streak. 

Just Google: “Saban Henry cigar.” What a 
guy, that Nick Saban. 

23. The AAC has Power 5 potential. 

Boise State’s demise opened the door for 
the American. Memphis (9-3) improved 
so much that coach Justin Fuente is 
replacing Frank Beamer at VaTech. Plus, 
Houston (12-1), Temple (10-3) and Navy 
(9-2) all landed in the final CFP Top 25. 
24. Refs will be booed. 

OK, this one was easy. But, man, how bad 
were those zebras? Expect the rules 
committee to huddle over what can and 
can’t be reviewed from the booth. Because 
no one wants a replay of ’15, especially not 
Duke, Michigan State or North Carolina. 
25. College football is awesome. 

Yes, there are politics. And controversy. 
And too many rich gray-hairs in sport 
coats trying to ruin everything. But when 
the games kick off, there’s still nothing 
better. So let’s party, roll out the Dab one 
more time—and Boomer Sooner, y'all. B 
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PROTEIN AND CARBS FOR ATHLETES. BECAUSE THE 
WAY YOU RECOVER AFFECTS THE WAY YOU PLAY. 
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PLAYOFF TEAMS’ WEEKLY RANKINGS 


PRESEASON POLL AFTER WEEK 1* WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 
1 
2 
3 
4 CLEMSON 20, 
LOUISVILLE 17 
ey 5 Needing a last-second 
6 pick to beat the 0-2 


Cards is ... not a good 
look. But after this and 
a close win vs. ND in 
Week 5, Clemson starts 
its scoring spree. 


PLAYED 


11 
CLEMSON [EE eS _..2.. pee 
13 
14 
15 


16 
17 
18 
ae OLE MISS 43, 
20 ALABAMA 37 
f It’s déja vu, as Ole Miss 
By Luke Knox and Rachel Ullrich 21 forces five turnovers to 
20 upset Bama again. The 
Tide sink 10 spots (and 
23 one more after a 34-0 
- Week 4 win over ULM), 
but redemption is never 
25 far away in the SEC. 


PLAYOFF TEAMS IN AP POLL/GFP RANKINGS 


TOTAL WEEKS IN TOP FOUR 


CHRONOLOGY OF THE TOP FOUR 


Through the season, 12 teams occupied the top four in 10 different combinations. 


PRESEASON POLL AFTER WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 


Ohio State 
TCU 
Alabama 


Clemson Alabama Michigan St. Oklahoma 


AVERAGE RANKING 


Clemson Alabama 
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Baylor 
Michigan State 
Ole Miss 


Utah 

LSU 

Clemson 

r] r] Notre Dame 


aa lowa 
Michigan St Oklahoma Oklahoma 


APTOP 25 * : * COLLEGE FOOTBALL PLAYOFF RANKINGS 
WEEK 6 WEEK 7 WEEK 8 WEEK 9 WEEK 10 
mises e e 
w 
e 
| 
e 
e 6 
os e é ° 
& 
LOW POINT 
TEXAS 24, 
Aweek after a 43-point 
loss to TCU, Texas 
shocks the Sooners in 
Dallas. Bob Stoops’ 
follow-up? A 55-0 
drubbing of K-State, 
then a slow and steady 
climb to the top four. 
APTOP25 « : » COLLEGE FOOTBALL PLAYOFF RANKINGS 
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WEEK 11 
e 


WEEK 11 


WEEK 12 
e 


LOW POINT 
NEBRASKA 39, 
MICHIGAN STATE 38 


The Spartans’ playoff 
hopes seem doomed 
when the Huskers score 
a controversial winning 
TD, but season-ending 
wins over Ohio State 
and lowa will vault MSU 
into the semifinals. 


WEEK 12 


WEEK 13 
e 


WEEK 13 


WEEK 14 
e 


Pn 


*AP and playoff 
rankings are based on 
the following week’s 
release to reflect the 
week's results. 


FINAL 
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WEEK 14 
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Innovation RULE YOUR TURF 


that excites 
The new 2016 Nissan TITAN” has an available V8. Cummins’ turbo diesel engine 


and 555 Ib-ft of torque? Enough to make anyone look tough, and Jim Plunkett feel 
unstoppable. See more of Jim and the tree at NissanHeismanHouse.com. 
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ENNESSEE’S PUBLIC- 

ADDRESS announcer 

has just declared that a 
decibel record has been set at Neyland 
Stadium, which makes sense because 
Baker Mayfield and his Oklahoma 
Sooners can’t hear a damn thing. The 
crowd is so jacked up that in the first 
quarter, the Vols’ coach, Butch Jones, 
had to wave his arms in the air to 
remind fans to quiet down when his 
Offense is on the field. But Mayfield gets 
no reprieve. For three quarters plus, he 


is Chased and harassed, and the roars 
only grow louder. 

Tt’s his second game as the Sooners’ 
Starting quarterback, and people in 
Oklahoma aren't sure what to make of 
him yet. Is he the fun-loving ringleader 
from a dance video that went viral last 
Spring? (It’s gotten nearly a quarter- 
million hits, which actually freaks out 
Mayfield.) Maybe he’s a cocksure 


gunslinger who'll do anything to win? 
‘Tm feelin’ real dangerous,’ Mayfield 
Says whenever someone asks him how 


ME) Basin quoting is rte tn 


from American Sniper. 


CHANCE OF WINNING ALL REMAINING GAMES WIN QUALITY And still this question: Does Baker 
| j y MEASURED ON 0-100 SCALE Mayfield even belong here? His whole 
Michigan St.31 vs. Oregon 28 football life, he has struggled to find 
Clemson 41 vs. Appalachian St. 10 his place. The Sooners had already 
ATA STSeVR @ Tennessee 24 (207) rejected him once. He went on a visit to 
Clemson Alabama Michigan St. Oklahoma Oklahoma four years ago, but when he 


Alabama 37 vs. Middle Tennessee 10 : ‘ ; 
stood in a hallway with three assistant 


coaches, and their eyes sized him up, 
Mayfield’s dad, a former QB at Houston, 
knew that look; he knew it was over. 
Nobody would return James Mayfield’s 
calls after that. His son was too small. 
Mayfieidihas thrawn for But Baker has grown as youge as 

35 TDs this season titanium from all the snubs. He’s 

against just five picks. grown literally too: a couple of inches 


UNLIKELIEST COMEBACK OF THE WEEK 31 @ Tennessee 24 (207): 3% chance (0:34, 3Q) 
BASED ON IN-GAME WIN PROBABILITY 
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GROOMING BY TERESA LUZ 


to 6-foot-1 (allegedly). And now he is 
here, trying to lead the Sooners to 

an unlikely comeback in a deafening 
Tennessee stadium. “Stay in the moment,” 
his 32-year-old offensive coordinator, 
Lincoln Riley, tells him on the sideline 
throughout the game. “Don’t worry 
about what’s happened before.” His dad, 
hidden in the mass of orange and white 
in the stands, is worried. He doesn’t 
think the Sooners can win, especially 
when they're down 17-3 in the fourth 
quarter. But then, he didn’t see Baker 
winking and smiling on TV as he was 
warming up at halftime. 

“Interacting with him on the sidelines 
when he’d come over,’ Riley says later, 
“you'd think we'd scored 30 points.” 

That’s the unwavering optimist side to 
Mayfield. There’s this side too: his 
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The Mayfield-led 
Sooners were 
down 14 at the 
half but rallied to 
beat Tennessee 
in double OT. 


relentless—maybe even reckless—drive 
to win. Still down by two touchdowns 
with less than nine minutes to go, center 
Ty Darlington hurts his knee and is lying 
in the grass, punching the ground in pain 
and frustration. Mayfield leans over and 
talks in the senior captain’s ear. 

“Get up,” he tells Darlington, along 
with a few expletives. “We need you. 
Youre staying in the game.” 

Darlington is incredulous—he’s hurt 
badly enough that he’ll miss the next 
game—but he lumbers to the line. On the 
next play, Mayfield scrambles and fires a 
touchdown pass to Samaje Perine. 
Mayfield throws another touchdown 
strike to tie the score with 40 seconds to 
go, and Oklahoma goes on to win in 
double overtime. 

Sooners coach Bob Stoops hugs his 


quarterback and calls it one of his favorite 
wins ever, and Mayfield struts to the 
locker room and does the Dougie while 
his teammates chant his name. 

It’s the first glimpse of what the 
Sooners—and their quarterback—could 
become. 


THERE WAS A time, just a few years ago, 
when Baker Mayfield looked beat. He’d 
poured his guts out at Lake Travis High 
School in Austin, Texas, leading the 
Cavaliers to a 25-2 record and a state 
championship over two seasons as a 
starter. But he might as well have been 
invisible to recruiters. The months kept 
passing, and coaches weren’t calling. 
His father tried to use every connection 
he had. He had a friend call Texas, and 
when James Mayfield was informed that 
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BAKER MAYFIELD 


the Longhorns already had five scholar- 
ship quarterbacks, he fumed. 

“Tell Mack he has five quarterbacks 
who couldn't play at Lake Travis!” James 
told the friend. 

Rice, Florida Atlantic, New Mexico, 
Army and Washington State were 
interested, and they eventually offered 
scholarships. Mayfield figured, screw 
it, he’d go to Florida Atlantic. James 
would have none of it. He reminded his 
son of his dream of playing big-time 
college football. 

“[My dad] was the one who kind of sat 
me down,” Baker says. “We actually got 
into a fight about it. [He said] I needed 
to walk on.” Baker hated the idea—“It 
was almost insulting to me that I needed 
to walk on,” he says—but ultimately he’d 
follow his father’s advice. 

Fellow Lake Travis alum Michael 
Brewer, who was a quarterback at 
Texas Tech at the time, encouraged 
Mayfield to walk on in Lubbock. The 
Red Raiders had just hired Kliff 
Kingsbury, who was Johnny Manziel’s 
offensive coordinator at Texas A&M. 
Mayfield and Manziel have drawn 
comparisons because of their scrambling 
ability and penchant for fun, and 
Kingsbury would run a wide-open 
offense like the one Mayfield enjoyed at 
Lake Travis, so it seemed like a good fit. 

At Texas Tech, Mayfield started way 
earlier than anyone planned, playing in 
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LOST 
INSULTING TO ME THAT 
TO WALK ON." 


the opening game of his true freshman season in 2013. Brewer 
had hurt his back and couldn’t suit up, so Mayfield stepped 

in and threw for 413 yards and four touchdowns (rushing for 
another) in a win over SMU. He led the Red Raiders to a 5-0 
record but suffered a hairline fracture below his knee at Kansas 
in October. Things went downhill from there. James claims 
that Kingsbury pigeonholed his son as injury-prone and wouldn't 
talk to Mayfield for weeks while he was injured. (Texas Tech 
declined to make Kingsbury or any of his assistants available 
for this story.) 

Mayfield came back after a month and started a couple of 
games, both losses, and Kingsbury announced that he was 
opening up the quarterback job heading into the team’s bowl 
game. Around the same time, Mayfield, who was barred from 
eating at the training table because he was a walk-on, found 
out he still wouldn’t be guaranteed a scholarship for the next 
season. He called his dad. 

“What do you want me to do?” James asked. 

“I don’t want you to do anything,” Baker told him. “I want to 
get out of here.” 

Texas Tech would later refuse to release Mayfield to transfer 
within the Big 12, which meant he likely would have to sit 
the 2014 season without a scholarship. He’d also lose a year 
of eligibility. 

“T think Kiiff’s a punk,” James says. “I know it’s like saying your 
mama wears boots or something. It wasn’t about the scholarship. 
We didn’t care about the damn scholarship. It was the way it 
was done. It was insulting. It was an amateur deal.” 


ALTHOUGH HE WAS raised in the University of Texas’ backyard, 
Mapyfield’s favorite team growing up was always Oklahoma. His 
dad was friends with some old Barry Switzer assistants, and 

he’d take Baker and his older brother, Matt, to Norman at least 
twice a season to cheer on the Sooners. There's a picture of Baker 
as a kid, mugging for the camera in his white-and-crimson 


Quentin Griffin jersey. He idolized 
Griffin, Mark Clayton and Jason White. 

Despite getting the cold shoulder from 
the Sooners in high school, Mayfield 
figured he’d try again, now that he 
was the Big 12 Offensive Freshman 
of the Year. 

And so in January 2014, Mayfield 
registered for classes in Norman. 

Stoops says he heard rumors that 
Mayfield was coming but wasn’t sure. 
(It is against NCAA rules for a school 
to recruit or even encourage a transfer 
without permission from the athlete’s 
current school.) When Stoops held the 
team’s first meeting, in March, Mayfield 
walked up and introduced himself, and 
Stoops welcomed him. 

“You'll have every opportunity everyone 
else has,” Stoops told him. 

The idea of going to Oklahoma, on 
paper, didn’t seem too smart. Trevor 
Knight was just coming off a Sugar Bowl 
MVP performance and a victory over 
the Crimson Tide. Another quarterback, 
Cody Thomas, had been recruited by the 
likes of LSU, Notre Dame and Alabama. 

But Mayfield was undaunted. He made 
a good enough impression for Oklahoma 
to offer him a scholarship even as he sat 
in 2014, and he watched the Sooners go 
8-5. They were desperate for a spark. 
They needed more toughness—physical 
and mental. 

Mayfield, with his curly brown hair 
and boyish grin, might not look the part, 
but by the time fall camp started, his 
teammates knew he had what it took to 
lead them. It also helped that he had an 
uncanny ability to rescue plays on the fly 
and make things happen—Stoops says 
that’s why he gave him the starting job in 
August. He’s different from the star 
quarterbacks Oklahoma has had in the 
past, on the field and off. Sam Bradford 
and White, who have statues outside of 
Memorial Stadium, didn’t scramble and 
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run the field like their hair was on fire. 
They didn’t look as if they were having 
near the fun Mayfield is, either. 

“You don’t see many guys around the 
country like Baker,’ Stoops says. “He just 
doesn’t hold back. That’s his personality 
every day, and he just lets it go. You love 
it. But it has to be natural within a 
person, and it is with him.” 

Maybe the best example of that came 
in OU’s final game of the regular season, 
against Oklahoma State: On a handoff 
in the second quarter, running back 
Joe Mixon got swarmed in the backfield 
trying to go left, so he cut back toward 
Mayfield. While most quarterbacks 
would have stood idly by, Mayfield 
sprang into action as a lead blocker, 
throwing the block that sprang Mixon 
for a 66-yard touchdown. 

“T ran down the field after that 
play and told him he was a legend,” 

Ty Darlington says. “Our relationship 
is very much that we talk trash to 
each other in every opportunity, but 
I had to give him props for that. That 
was awesome.” 

Mayfield’s three additional touch- 
downs—two in the air, one on the 
ground—helped the Sooners to a 58-23 
victory and got them the conference 
championship. After the game, Mayfield 
was so excited that he did a Lambeau 
Leap into the stands, his body barely 
making it up the concrete wall. 

A few days after the game, Darlington 
says it: Mayfield is a badass. 

“But don’t tell him I said that,” 
he adds. 


ON DEC. 7, one day after the Sooners 
found out they'd made the College 
Football Playoff, Mayfield was in 
Arkansas accepting the Burlsworth 
Trophy, which goes to the top college 
football player who began his career 
as a walk-on. It was in the airport, 
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OK GOING DEEP 
Mayfield and the 
Sooners like to air 
it out, and when 
they do, almost 
nobody is better. 


ON 10-PLUS-YARD 
THROWS 


TD-INT RATIO 


Alm 


Ranks first in the 
Power 5. 


COMPLETION % 


Ranks second in the 
Power 5. 


QBR 
065 


Ranks second in 
the Power 5. 


on his way back to Norman, that he found 
out he wouldn't be invited to New York as 
one of the finalists for the Heisman. 

Mayfield had done everything to put 
himself in the conversation, throwing for 
3,389 yards with 35 touchdowns and just 
five interceptions, and running for 420 
yards and seven touchdowns. 

Among those stunned by the snub: 
Mayfield’s roommate, fullback Jaxon 
Uhles. Uhles, also a walk-on, was so 
confident in Mayfield that before the 
season, before the quarterback had 
thrown a pass, he kept asking him 
where he was going to put his Heisman 
when he won it at the end of the year. 
Mayfield finally played along, and they 
decided they’d place it on the bookshelf 
of their home, near Richard the Chicken, 
a kitchen ornament-turned-video 
game trophy. 

“I thought he kind of got hosed by that 
deal,” says Hank Carter, his high school 
coach at Lake Travis. “He took it in stride 


and just said his focus was on getting 
ready for the playoff game. He said all the 
right things, but I would imagine deep 
down, he probably felt slighted.” 

For Oklahoma, it probably wasn’t the 
worst news. After all, Mayfield is at his 
best in these situations. He will look at 
the New Year’s Eve semifinal game 
against No. 1 Clemson and consider the 
Sooners the underdogs, even though 
they're favored by more than a field goal. 

“T’ve had a lot of people doubting me 
my whole life,” Mayfield says. “Middle 
school, I was backup quarterback; 
freshman year, I was backup until the 
other guy got hurt ... I have a very 
big chip on my shoulder just because 
people said I couldn’t do it. And that’s 
ultimately what fuels me.” 

And so on Dee. 31, he will run onto the 
field with his blue-chip teammates, and 
his short, muscular legs will take off, 
sticking it to every coach who made the 
mistake of sizing him up. G 
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THERE’S NO PLACE like home—except in the Pac-12, apparently. Every single team lost a conference tilt on 
its own turf, the only Power 5 league to endure such carnage. Stanford began the bloodshed in Week 3, 
felling USC 41-31 in South Central; Utah followed suit in Week 4, handing Oregon its worst home loss— 
62-20!—in 38 years. What followed was a horror reel of SEC-like cannibalization, from the 12 lower- 
ranked teams that upended squads above them in the polls to a havoc-wreaking transitive property of 
loss—a circular disaster that encompassed 10 teams and knocked off the Pac-12’s playoff contenders one 
by one. A sampling: Stanford beat USC, which beat Utah, which beat Oregon, which beat, you guessed 

it, Stanford. That Cardinal loss, a heartbreaker on a failed two-point conversion against the Ducks in 
November, sealed it: In 2015, there would be no room for a two-loss playoff team, not even one that 
captured a conference title. And so a return trip to Oz will have to wait. Better luck next year, West Coasters. 
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PLAYOFF TEAMS THROUGH WEEKS 3 & 4 


CHANCE OF WINNING ALL REMAINING GAMES 


Week 3 


Clemson Alabama Michigan St. Oklahoma 


1.2% 
2.7% 


WIN QUALITY 


3.3% 4.4% 2.8% 
3.0% 2.2% 2.4% 


® MEASURED ON 0-100 SCALE 


Week 3 


Clemson 20 


Michigan St. 35. 
Oklahoma 52 


Alabama 3f 
Week 4 
Michigan St. 30 
Alabama 34 


Clemson 


Oklahoma 


@ Louisville 17 88 
“ys.AirForce21 SO 
ae pa eset = 

Vs. Ole Miss 43 Loss 


vs. Central Michigan 10 73 
vs. UL Monroe 0 63 
BYE 
BYE 


UNLIKELIEST COMEBACK OF THE WEEK 
BASED ON IN-GAME WIN PROBABILITY 


Week 3 


Toledo 30 vs. lowa St. 23 (207) 
3.1% chance (0:05, 4Q) 


Week 4 


Florida 28 vs. Tennessee 27 
6.3% chance (1:39, 4Q) 
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Clemson and 
Swinney 
marched into 
contention with a 
24-22 upending 
of Notre Dame. 


By Ryan McGee 
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CHANCE OF WINNING ALL REMAINING GAMES 


HIS POSTGAME SPEECH isn’t 
Fehearsed. It isn’t really a 
Speech at all. What it is, is 
atelease—and a relief. 

As midnight nears on Oct. 3, Dabo 
Swinney is standing midfield at Clemson’s 
Memorial Stadium, doing what he always 
does when a live mic is shoved in his face 
after a win: He takes advantage of his 
platform. Clemson has just beaten No. 6 
Notre Dame in a 24-22 nerve frayer by 
stopping a two-point attempt with seven 
seconds left. The Tigers, off to a 4—0 start, 
will climb from No. 12 to No. 6 in the AP 
poll by morning. 

Despite the dramatic finish, Swinney 
speaks calmly at first. “It ain’t always 
perfect ...” But then he feels the orange- 
clad crowd start to swell around him. 
Tradition says anyone can stroll onto the 
field after Clemson games. But these fans 
aren't just strolling. They’e spilling, 
jumping and soon chanting, “Da-bo! 
Da-bo!” After too many years of falling 
short in big games—what haters call 
“Clemsoning”—the celebration is not so 
much a cheer as a release. 

“What I told them tonight,’ says 
Swinney, glancing beyond the camera 
toward The Hill, taking in the students 
sliding down onto the field, “we give you 
scholarships, we give you stipends ... [his 
voice rises a little] meals, a nice place to 
live ... [louder still] we give you nice 
uniforms ... [shouting now] I can’t give 
you guts! I can’t give you heart!” Wind 
whips in, tossing the rain under his hat 
and into his eyes: “TONIGHT IT WAS 
BYOG ... BRING YOUR OWN GUTS!” 


PLAYOFF TEAMS THROUGH WEEK 5 


CHAMPIONSHIP DRIVE 


The downpour has filled Death Valley 
all day and night. It has soaked Howard’s 
Rock (taken from the actual Death Valley 
in California) and forced some Clemson 
players to tiptoe, rather than run, down 
The Hill during their legendary stadium 
entrance. Throughout South Carolina, 
the hurricane rains have washed out 
roads, stranded residents and forced 
a state of emergency. Gov. Nikki Haley, a 
Clemson grad whose face is on some of 
the Tigers’ playcall signs, had pleaded for 
fans to stay home unless they just had to 
attend. The stadium, of course, was full. 

“And thank you to the good Lord and 
my dad,” Swinney says in closing, “who 
was with me tonight!” To hear him tell it, 
God has always been by Dabo Swinney’s 
side. Even when his own father was not. 


THE REFORMATION OF Clemson football 
has been preached publicly by Swinney in 
that rain-soaked BYOG soliloquy and the 
on-field halftime “You be who we are!” 
speech caught on air at Miami in late 
October—when Swinney’s Tigers were 
up 42-O—and when Swinney blew up 

at a reporter for uttering that word: 
Clemsoning. It was captured by his 
endless locker room dancing on YouTube 
(Dabo hitting the Dab, get it?) and when 
he dug into his Pelham, Alabama, draw] to 
describe the Tigers in the College Football 
Playoff as “the rednecks that moved into 
the nice neighborhood.” 

The country-fried act is endearing, 
sure, but it belies an intelligence and 
work ethic that’s anything but aw-shucks. 
The 46-year-old Swinney is a shrewd 


WIN QUALITY 


MEASURED ON 0-100 SCALE 
Alabama 38 @ Georgia 10 
Clemson 24 i ‘Vs. Notre Dame 22 
Oklahoma 44 
Michigan St. 24 


vs. West Virginia 24 


Clemson Alabama Michigan St. Oklahoma 


vs. Purdue 21 


UNLIKELIEST COMEBACK OF THE WEEK 
BASED ON IN-GAME WIN PROBABILITY 


14 vs. Nebraska 13: 0.5% chance (0:55, 4Q) 
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CEO disguised in a short-sleeved 
windbreaker, corporate-trained and 
ruthless. When he was named interim 
coach after Tommy Bowden's midseason 
ouster in 2008, Swinney already had a 
plan in place—and he'd share his stack of 
three-ring binders with anyone who 
stopped by his office, from boosters to 
administrators to newspaper columnists. 
Even though it wasn’t really his office yet. 

Amid assumptions that Swinney was 
simply a lame duck until a real headman 
was hired, the former wide receivers 
coach frantically gave everyone the hard 
sell. He outlined where he’d spend money, 
if given it, whom he’d hire, if allowed to, 
what style of offense he wanted to run, if 
handed the reins. Every page out of those 
three-ring binders, notes taken during his 
10-year stint as a player, grad assistant 
and wide receivers coach at Alabama 
(1990-2000), as well as his five and a half 
years under Bowden, was presented to 
Clemson brass as part of a business plan. 

The opus, Swinney believed, was a road 
map to finally lead the Tigers out of two 
decades of staleness. Folks around town 
still sported 1981 NATIONAL CHAMPIONS 
bumper stickers on their trucks. But those 
stickers had long ago faded from proud 
orange into a washed-out white. 

“We were so behind in so many ways,” 
Swinney says now. “We’d gotten behind in 
facilities. We'd gotten behind in recruit- 
ing. Everything looked old. So I had to 
start selling. Not just to people on the 
outside but to people on our own campus.” 

Selling, it turns out, comes naturally. It’s 
his learned trade, not a position handed 
down from Daddy. His father, Ervil, owned 
a washing machine repair shop in Pelham 
and could fix about anything. But Ervil 
couldn't fix his own business plan and 
turned to alcohol as a full-time gig. 

Despite the long odds, the youngest of 
Big Erv’s three boys, William Christopher 
(Dabo is a Southernism for “that boy,’ as 


52 ESPN 01.04.2016 


ra AGH. 


~~ DESHAUN WATSON 


pronounced by one of his brothers), 
went down to Tuscaloosa and earned a 
bachelor’s in commerce and business 
administration and then an MBA—and 
a starting spot as a walk-on wide receiver 
for the Tide’s 1992 national title team. In 
between his tenures as an assistant at 
Bama and Clemson, the only three years 
of his adult life not in football were spent 
selling commercial real estate. “Let me 
tell you something,’ Swinney says. “If 
you can convince a couple of women’s 
clothing stores to play nice and share 

the same address, it’s no sweat to walk 
into the athletic director’s office and say, 
‘Man, we need to double our support 
staff, I need a checkbook to go hire some 
coaches and, oh, by the way, we need a 
practice facility!” 

So those first couple of months in 
charge, he wore out the door of the man 
who promoted him, worried that local 
cries for a national search would doom 
him. “Dabo immediately asked for this, 
asked for that,” says Terry Don Phillips, 
who retired as Clemson’s AD in 2013. “I'd 
say, ‘Why do we need to have that?’ And 
he'd always say, ‘Because Alabama has it. 

As construction crews went to work on 
new digs, Swinney went to work on his 
staff. When the offense didn’t move fast 
enough, he threw $450,000 at Texas 
high school coaching legend Chad Morris, 
who took Clemson’s offense from 82nd in 
2010 to 16th in 2011 and instantly got a 
raise to $1.3 million. That year the Tigers 
also won their first outright ACC title in 
two decades but were thumped 70-33 
by West Virginia in the Orange Bowl. 
Swinney quickly canned defensive 
coordinator Kevin Steele, replacing him 
with longtime Oklahoma DC Brent 
Venables, who was lured to Clemson for 
$800,000. In 2011, the Tigers ranked 
81st in scoring defense. This season 
Venables (who now makes $1.35 million) 
coached that unit to 18th—it gave up 


209 


PHOTOGRAPH BY DYLAN COULTER; JOSHUA S. KELLY/USA TODAY SPORTS [RIGHT] 


nine fewer points per game (20.2). 

But Swinney’s best work takes place in 
the living room, where a salesman must 
shine. In 2007, the year before he became 
head coach, Clemson’s recruiting class was 
ranked 18th by ESPN RecruitingNation. 
In 2015, Clemson’s class ranked fourth 
and included 13 players ranked in the 
ESPN 300. The No. 8 prospect for 2016, 
defensive tackle Dexter Lawrence, has 
already committed to Swinney over Bama, 
Ohio State and a host of ACC teams. 

“When Steve Spurrier got to South 
Carolina, he made that place cool,” says 
a longtime in-state high school coach. 
“Then Spurrier started looking old, 
Clemson’s offense got rolling and look 
who’ cool to these kids now.” 

No one gets a bigger kick out of “being 
cool” than Swinney, who quickly refers to 
his dance moves as “proof that I ain’t all 
that cool.” But he can’t deny that his 
reputation has changed among 18-year- 
old recruits. Just ask Deshaun Watson. 

“People see those crazy postgame 
speeches, and some of them think, ‘Man, 
that can’t be real,” says the sophomore 
quarterback. “But it is. That’s Coach.” 
Watson swats his hand, dismissively, and 
lets out a guttural laugh. It was three 
autumns ago when Watson, then the 
No. 1 prep QB in the country, sidestepped 
Bama, Auburn, FSU and USC, all of 
whom have won national titles during 
his lifetime, to choose Clemson. “I ended 
up here because of [Coach Swinney], 
says Watson, a native of Gainesville, 
Georgia. “That’s the guy who convinced 
me. He’s genuine. He’s done everything 
he promised when we first met.” 

Swinney promised that Watson would 
be the face of the program. Check. He 
promised that Watson would lead a 
wide-open offense. Check. But what truly 
sold Watson was Swinney’s story. The 
coach himself calls it his man-with- 
nothing-to-lose story. 


Clemson’s 
unbeaten season 
(13-0) was its 
first since ’81, the 
last time the 
Tigers won the 
national title. And 
it made Swinney 
the first Clemson 
coach to notch 
five straight 
seasons with at 
least 10 wins. 


Swinney’s career 
win percentage 
(-740) ranks eighth 
among active 
coaches with at 
least five seasons. 


Since 2011, 
Swinney’s 55 wins 
ranks No. 3 behind 
only Florida State’s 
Jimbo Fisher (58) 
and Alabama’s 
Nick Saban (60). 


DE Shag Lawson 
tallied 372 tackles 
for loss in the ND 
win on his way to 
an FBS-best 2272 
for the season. 


The two men, coach and QB, have exchanged memories of police 
knocking on the door late at night, tears shed over the unknown, 
ironclad mothers and the drive to push for something better. 

Watson was raised by Deann, a single mother with four kids who 
worked all day, then put in nearly 300 hours of community service to 
qualify for a Habitat for Humanity home. The Watsons persevered and 
left behind public housing, only to find out Deann had tongue cancer. 
She survived but lost part of her tongue. Similarly, Swinney grew up in 
a single-parent home after his alcoholic father bolted, forcing his 
mother, Carol, to bounce through evictions with three boys, one of 
whom Dabo would one day put through rehab on his coaching money. 

“My father figures were my coaches,” Swinney says. “For too many of 
these kids, it’s the same thing. So when I tell a mama I’m going to look 
after her little boy, that ’'m going to make sure he can take a step 
toward that better life, then I’m going to do it. And they know I am.” 

Watson doesn’t have a relationship with his father. Swinney didn’t 
until he became the first in his family to graduate from college, when a 
repentant, proud Ervil came back into his son’s life. He was too late to 
be a father but still had time to be a grandfather to Dabo’s three sons. 
Ervil lived out his final sober years repairing washers and dryers at an 
old hardware store near Pelham, surrounded by Clemson memorabilia 
and fighting lung cancer. He spent game weekends at Clemson with 
his new wife, sleeping in one of Dabo’s guest rooms. Carol and her new 
husband slept in the other. “We were as broken as broken could be,” 
Dabo says. “If you can fix that, you can fix anything.” 

Big Erv died in August, just as the Tigers started practice. He’d been 
gone only two months, nearly to the day, when Dabo stood there in the 
rain and spoke of his father. As the fans started bouncing and the 
“Da-bo!” chant built, Swinney wrapped up his interview, nodded to his 
police escort and gave the marching orders: “Let's find my wife and 
boys ... and let’s find Deshaun. It’s time to hug some necks.” @ 
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CHANCE OF WINNING ALL REMAINING GAMES 
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Clemson Alabama Michigan St. Oklahoma 


WIN QUALITY 
MEASURED ON O-100 SCALE 


Alabama 27 vs. Arkansas 14 


Clemson 43 vs. Georgia Tech 24 


Michigan St.31 @ Rutgers 24 


Oklahoma 17 vs. Texas 24* 


*In Dallas 


UNLIKELIEST COMEBACK OF THE WEEK 
BASED ON IN-GAME WIN PROBABILITY 


45 @ Oregon 38 (207) 
1.1% chance (0:13, 4Q) 
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OUR PROGRAM had the initials 
C and a head coach named 
ve, your season came undone in 
ners had neither, of course, but 
still found themselves at a crossroads. 

They began by swaggering south on I-35, 
ready to stomp on a Texas team adrift in a sea of 
mistakes. The Longhorns’ ensuing 24-17 stunner 
set off a celebration at the State Fair of Texas 
that bordered on delirium, complete with coach 
Charlie Strong bodysurfing across a sea of 
helmets as his players held him aloft. Bob Stoops 
and his 17th Oklahoma team looked a lot more 
like the 8-5 group of a year ago than anything 
remotely resembling a playoff contender. 

Something was amiss in South Carolina too, 
and not because the Gamecocks played a home 
game at LSU, thanks to flooding that rendered 
Columbia impassable. After the Tigers won 
45-24, dropping the visiting home team to 0-4 
in the SEC, Steve Spurrier fumed. 

“I just get frustrated with our guys,” he said. 
“Their guys must have broken eight tackles on 
their big runs. Our guys go in there and fall on 
the ground.” The Head Ball Coach had 208 wins 
at South Carolina and Florida, six SEC titles and 
the ’96 national championship at UF. But a 
towering figure in the conference for 25 years 
believed he had lost his mojo. So he gathered his 
team on Monday night and called it quits. 

At the other USC, coach Steve Sarkisian, who 


went 9-4 in his return to LA last season, 
connected the Trojans to the glorious Pete 
Carroll era. But the former USC assistant used 
up his goodwill in August when, with slurring 
words, he dropped an F-bomb in a speech at the 
Salute to Troy pep rally. He later blamed mixing 
medication and alcohol. This was the backdrop 
for a Week 6 Thursday night game against 
Washington in which the USC offense, Sark’s 
side of the ball, couldn't have looked flatter. UW 
won 17-12, and Sark said, “This one is on me.” 
That phrase, heard anywhere alcohol is 
served, became the epitaph of Sarkisian’s USC 
tenure. When he missed Sunday practice after 
the loss, AD Pat Haden suspended him, saying it 
was “clear to me that he was not healthy.” On 
Monday, Oct. 12, Sarkisian was fired. The day 
before, Maryland’s Randy Edsall was ousted 
after a 49-28 loss to Ohio State, officially setting 
off an absurdly early coaching carousel. 
Meanwhile, Stoops never wavered. He has 
been doing this since 99, mind you, making him 
(along with Iowa’s Kirk Ferentz) the longest- 
tenured headman at one program. The Sooners 
awoke from their slumber and won their last 
seven, giving Stoops his ninth Big 12 crown and 
OU its first shot at a national title in seven years. 
How about that? By sticking with its man, a 
program at a crossroads chose the right path. 
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CONGRATULATIONS | 
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VIALCOLM MILICHELL—University 0 


Allstate and the American Football Coaches Association (AFCA) congratulate University of 
Georgia wide receiver Malcolm Mitchell, voted by college football fans across the country, 
as the 2015 Allstate AFCA Good Works Team® captain. 


Mitchell embodies everything that the sport’s preeminent community service award represents, 
and boasts an impressive resume of charitable accomplishments. Inspired by his own success 
of overcoming reading challenges, Mitchell has dedicated his limited free time to promoting the 
importance of reading and education. Mitchell also volunteers his time with the Boys & Girls 
Club of Athens and UGA's “Learn, Play, Excel” initiative, spending countless hours helping to 
make the community a better place. 


In January, Mitchell and his fellow Allstate AFCA Good Works Team® members will receive a special 
on-field dedication during half-time of the 2016 Allstate® Sugar Bowl® which will air live on ESPN. 
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PLAYOFF TEAMS THROUGH WEEK 7 


CHANCE OF WINNING ALL REMAINING GAMES 
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Clemson 
13.4% 


Alabama Michigan St. Oklahoma 
15.6% 5.1% 7.5% 


WIN QUALITY 
@ MEASURED ON 0-100 SCALE 


Alabama 41 @ Texas ASM 23 
Oklahoma 55 @ Kansas St. 0 92 
Michigan St.27  @ Michigan 23 84 


Clemson 34 vs. Boston College 17 73 


UNLIKELIEST COMEBACK OF THE WEEK 
BASED ON IN-GAME WIN PROBABILITY 

Michigan St. 27 @ Michigan 23 

0.2% chance (0:10, 4Q) 


RESAYIN 


r, thec lege yotball world ched Michiga 


On the 


10.17.2015 
} THE MIRACLE | MICHIGAN STATE 27 AT MICHIGAN 23 
100 


© 9:11 4Q | WP 30% © 2:33 4Q | WP 51% © 0:00 4Q | WP 100% 

Two plays after a UM field goal On third-and-1 and down 23-21, Ah, the ol’ gift-six. With MSU still 
puts the Wolverines up 23-14 MSU RB Gerald Holmes rushes for down two with 10 ticks left, UM 
{and Sparty’s WP down to 12 7 yards to inch closer to field goal punter Blake O’Neill fumbles the 
percent}, MSU QB Connor Cook range. Sparty cracks 50 percent ball and tries to pick it up ... only 
throws a 14-yard pass to Trevon WP for the first time all game... to fling it right to MSU DB Jalen 
Pendleton, who lumbers 60 but not for long. A 9-yard sack of Watts-Jackson, who takes it 38 
more yards to the UM 1-yard Cook and the three incompletions yards to the (Big) house. Sparty’s 
line—boosting MSU’s WP by 18 that follow give the ball—and WP WP soars from 0.2 percent to 
percentage points. control—back to UM. 100 percent as time expires. 


*Based on play-by-play data going back to 2004, ESPN Stats & Information’s win probability model evaluates each team’s chance to win at 
every point in the game. The team-agnostic model accounts for situational factors (time, score, field position, down, distance, etc.). 


11.21.2015 
= MICHIGAN STATE 17 AT OHIO STATE 14 


© 3:33 30 | WP 20% © 4:50 40 | wP 59% © 0:00 4Q | WP 100% 

In a 7-7 game, the Spartans stop three With the game deadlocked After five straight runs by MSU’s LJ Scott 
straight runs by OSU QB JT. Barrett to 14-14 and the Buckeyes on bleed the clock down to three seconds, 
force a punt but give the ball back after their own 8-yard line, the Michael Geiger nails a 41-yard 
Macgarrett Kings Jr. fumbles the return. Spartans bottle up OSU game-winning field goal as time runs out 
Taking over at MSU’s 6-yard line, Barrett H-back Braxton Miller for a in Columbus. Another game, another 
wastes no time, lobbing a TD pass to 3-yard gain on third-and-9. last-second win for Sparty, which seizes 
WR Jalin Marshall; 14-7 Buckeyes. The stop gives MSU its control of the Big Ten East. 

MSU’s WP? Nosedives from 47 percent highest WP of the night: 


to 20 percent in just two plays. 58.6 percent. 


50 
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© 0:27 40 | WP 97% 

Vintage Spartans: a 22-play, 
nine-minute drive that chews up 
82 yards and ends with LJ Scott 
outreaching six Hawkeyes tacklers 
to score the go-ahead TD. MSU 
begins the drive with a 32 percent 
WP—and ends it with a College 
Football Playoff berth. 


12.05.2015 
MICHIGAN STATE 16 VS. IOWA 13 
100 


© 3:51 2Q | WP 43% 

Already up 6-3, lowa puts together a five-minute drive 
down the field, winding up with a third down on MSU’s 
5-yard line. But when Hawkeyes QB C.J. Beathard throws a 
dart into the end zone, a hit by Spartans LB Riley Bullough 
jars the ball loose. Teammate Demetrious Cox snags it 

for the INT—and a 13-percentage-point spike in WP. 


50 
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lead. It’s the longest pass play of Beathard’s 
career. It also slashes MSU’s WP by nearly half, its 
steepest one-play decline of the game. 


1Q 2Q 3Q 4Q 
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PLAYOFF TEAMS THROUGH WEEKS 8 & 9 


CHANCE OF WINNING ALL REMAINING GAMES 
Week 8 


vw ys 
8 


LUN 


Clemson Alabama Michigan St. Oklahoma 


WIN QUALITY 


MEASURED ON 0-100 SCALE 
Week 8 
Alabama 19 vs. Tennessee 14 
Clemson 58 @ Miami (Fla.) 0 


Oklahoma 63 vs. Texas Tech 27 
Michigan St.52 vs. Indiana 26 


Week 9 


Clemson 56 @ NC State 41 
Oklahoma 62 @ Kansas 7 


Alabama 


Michigan St. 


UNLIKELIEST COMEBACK OF THE WEEK 
BASED ON IN-GAME WIN PROBABILITY 
Week 8 
54 vs. Auburn 46 (40T) 
10.7% chance (30T) 


Week 9 
30 @ Duke 27 


0.1% chance (0:06, 4Q) PHOTOGRAPH BY DYLAN COULTER 


GROOMING BY ERIKKA HART/THE SPIN STYLE AGENCY 


CHAMPIONSHIP DRIVE 


College football is sick with traditions: Script Ohio, rolling Toomer’s Corner and, of course, Howard’s Rock 
at Clemson. But for the then-No. 6 Tigers, heading into consecutive road trips to Miami (Fla.} and 

NC State, the tradition they were most concerned about was “Clemsoning.” With the program owning just 
one ACC title since 1992, the notion of choking on a big stage had become so tied to Clemson football that 
it inspired an Urban Dictionary entry for “delivering an inexplicably disappointing performance.” (And 
when it’s in Urban Dictionary, you know it’s bad.} But instead of playing down to a reputation, the Tigers 
put on a display of dominance—114 points! 1,190 yards!—and redefined themselves as title contenders. 


Total yards amassed by Clemson’s offense in 
be Week 8 and 9 wins over Miami and NC State. 

The total was the third most among Power 5 
schools during this two-week span. 


Score of Clemson’s Week 8 demolition of Miami 
at Sun Life Stadium. The margin of defeat was 
e the worst in Canes history, and the shutout 
marked just the second time since 1974 that 
Miami had been blanked at home. 


Deshaun Watson’s Total QBR in Weeks 8 and 9, 
the best mark among Power 5 quarterbacks 
> during this stretch. The Heisman finalist 
accounted for 678 total yards and eight total 
TDs in the two road wins. 


Watson’s cumulative completion percentage 
in Weeks 8 and 9, the third-best rate among 
ie Power 5 quarterbacks who played both weeks. 

The two games were Watson’s most accurate 
of the season against FBS opponents. 


Average rushing yards per game for the Tigers 
in Weeks 8 and 9, the second highest among 
> Power 5 schools with contests in both weeks. 
Clemson averaged 5.8 yards per attempt, 
compared with 4.75 in its other 11 games. 


Average yards per play for Clemson during this 
two-week stretch, fifth most among the Power 5 
Be schools that played both weeks. The Tigers 
averaged 6.27 yards per play in their other 10 
games against FBS opponents. 


Point differential in the Tigers’ wins over Miami 
and NC State, the second-best margin among 
ea Power 5 schools over this stretch. Clemson’s 
other seven conference wins were by an average 
of 12.7 points. 


Clemson’s spot in ESPN’s strength of record 
metric, a measure that determines the 
impressiveness of a team’s wins and losses, 


following the Tigers’ 56-41 victory over 
NC State in Week 9. 
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} PLAYOFF TEAMS THROUGH WEEKS 10 & 11 | TEAMS THROUGH WEEKS 10 & 11 


CHANCE OF WINNING ALL REMAINING GAMES WIN QUALITY 
Week 10 Week 10 
¥ & @ MEASURED ON 0-100 SCALE 
%, Alabama 30 vs. LSU 16 95 
Clemson ed vs. Florida St. 13 91 


Clemson Alabama Michigan St. Oklahoma Oklahoma 52 me ieee ihe S sonssussensssssssnsenccs A 
56.1% 26.6% 9.2% 17.4% Michigan St. 38 @ Nebraska 39 Loss 


UNLIKELIEST COMEBACK OF THE WEEK Nebraska 39 vs. Michigan St. 38 


BASED ON IN-GAME WIN PROBABILITY 1.6% chance (1:03, 4Q) 
CHANCE OF WINNING ALL REMAINING GAMES WIN QUALITY 
Week 11 Week 11 
¥ @ MEASURED ON 0-100 SCALE 
Oklahoma ole Ga Baylor 34 
Alabama ai @ Mississippi St.6 
cl 37 S 27 81 
Clemson Alabama Michigan St. Oklahoma pallial PA sales acannon ceetotiamni 
53.1% 52.7% 9.8% 51.1% Michigan St. 24 vs. Maryland 7 68 


UNLIKELIEST COMEBACK OF THE WEEK Washington St. 31 @ UCLA 27 
BASED ON IN-GAME WIN PROBABILITY 6.7% chance (1:09, 4Q) 


a 
| l E day that Henry had shied away from contact. In a game that was 
supposed to be just one more SEC showcase for LSU’s Heisman- 
in-waiting, Leonard Fournette, Henry stole the show with a 
relentless 210-yard, three-touchdown performance that rescued 
Alabama’s season and catapulted him over Fournette and into 
the national spotlight. 
Given the Heisman implications of their showdown, it was 
| | fitting that on a 40-yard romp, Henry flashed that famous 
trophy’s stiff-arm not once but twice—rag-dolling LSU safety 
Jamal Adams at the 30 and then one more time for good 
measure at the 15, before finally going out of bounds at the 
2. The rest of the game, while a forlorn Fournette sputtered 


to 31 yards on 19 carries, Henry alternated between elusive 
on one carry and physically overpowering on the next. The 


HT UP IN the moment after Alabama throttled LSU 
16, Nick Saban reached out during a postgame 
erview and actually tried to hold hands with Derrick 
m the junior Bama back demurred, a beaming Saban 
simply tucked his left arm into the crook of Henry’s elbow like a 
cotillion escort and reeled in his reluctant running back. 

The slightly awkward postgame embrace was the only time all 
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highlight: a 13-play drive in which Henry ran the ball 10 times 
for 78 yards and a 29-yard tear through the heart of the LSU 
defense on third-and-9. 

After this performance, Henry would go on to win every major 
national award, averaging 209 yards rushing against his final six 
SEC opponents and shattering Herschel Walker’s 34-year-old 
SEC single-season record with 1,986 yards rushing. He’d also lead 
the nation in fourth-quarter rushing (521), yards after contact 
(836) and awkward embraces with his coach. 

The uncharacteristically smitten behavior by the normally 
gruff Saban, who occasionally refers to his players by nothing 
more than their jersey numbers, first blossomed this past 
spring when Saban referred to Henry as the MVP of the Tide’s 
offseason program and later declared: “I love Derrick Henry.” 

It escalated some more after a win against Tennessee, when 
Henry posed with Saban in the Bama locker room while 
smoking a victory cigar. And then, after Henry ran for 189 yards 
in the SEC championship game in Atlanta, Saban, in his 22nd 
year as a coach, confessed that of all the teams he’s been 
associated with, including three national champions, this one, 
led by Henry, whom he called a “fabulous human being,” was 
the most special to him. 

The next day, when Henry’s friends and family back in Yulee, 
Florida, started asking him about the budding bromance with his 
coach, the Bama back texted the only answer he could think of: a 


string of laugh-until-I-cry emojis. “We've all noticed, and it cracks 


us up how Saban’s man crush on Derrick 
has grown this season,” says J.T. Medley, a 
mentor and father figure to Henry in 
Yulee, a small, unincorporated town 30 
minutes north of Jacksonville. “It says a 
lot about Derrick that he’s the one who 
can turn Nick Saban into a softy. But at 
the same time, Derrick’s a pretty easy 
player to fall in love with.” 

Maybe it’s the fact that Saban is nowa 
grandpa. Maybe it’s the realization that, 
at 64, his time in the game is finite. Or 
maybe, four years after Trent Richardson 
left, Saban the tactician is just grateful to 
know he has found the ultimate prototype 
workhorse who is the key to his ground- 
and-pound philosophy. But whenever 
Henry’s time in Tuscaloosa comes to an 
end (and those close to the back say he’s 
likely to turn pro in 2016), he will leave 
Alabama knowing he earned something 
almost as rare as a Heisman Trophy—the 
admiration of Nick Saban. 

Just recently, in fact, the coach 
confessed to Henry that he saw a lot of 
himself in the running back. “He said, 


‘You want to be perfect in everything you 
do,” Henry says. “And he said, ‘I’m 
driven the exact same way. Coach Saban 
just works and doesn’t really say much. 
That’s me too.” 


WHEN SABAN AND Henry met for the first 
time, inside the conference room at Yulee 
High in December 2010, Saban was 
nervously gnawing on the lip of his foam 
coffee cup. In the middle of a cross- 
country recruiting trip, an impatient and 
highly caffeinated Saban tapped his foot 
nonstop on the thin gray carpet. He 
made small talk, mostly about how 
Yulee, a former logging town full of 
fruit stands and cinder-block churches 
most people race by on their way to the 
beach, reminded Saban of his own 
upbringing in the rural coal-mining 
town of Fairmont, West Virginia. 
“Derrick and Saban are a perfect match,” 
Medley says. “Small-town guys. Quiet. 
Driven. Serious.” 

In Yulee, Henry is known as Shocka, 
a nickname his grandmother Gladys gave 
him after she learned that her teenage 
son, Derrick Sr., and his 15-year-old 
girlfriend, Stacy Veal, were about to 
have a baby. At age 60, after raising her 
own 14 children, Gladys took Derrick Jr. 
into her small, tidy home located 
down a dirt road near Yulee High. She 
raised him with the help of dozens of 
relatives and several coaches. Henry also 
remained close to both parents. Although 
his father has been arrested several times 
for possession of marijuana and cocaine 
and served a few months in jail, he ended 
up being one of the biggest influences in 
Henry’s life, providing a daily reminder 
of the path the younger Derrick didn’t 
want to take. “That’s no life,” Derrick Sr. 
told his son when he was a 6-foot-1 
eighth-grader who could already dunk 
a basketball. “You have a chance to 
be somebody.” 
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Henry lived with an aunt and his dad 
off and on from the sixth grade until just 
before his sophomore season at Yulee. 
Physically and emotionally mature far 
beyond his years, Henry realized he 
needed a more stable environment to 
make his dad’s prediction come true. So 
he reached out to Medley, a former Navy 
sailor with a master’s from Florida State 
who had taught, mentored and coached 
Henry since middle school. “My wife and 
son and I moved him in that same night, 
and he’s lived with us ever since,” Medley 
says. “It’s called being a teacher, I guess.” 

Henry flourished under the distinctly 
old-school, small-town guidance of 


Medley and his running backs coach, 

Pat Dunlap, another military-man- 
turned-mentor who lived by this creed: 
Talk less, work more. Eventually, Henry 
became the consensus 2012 national high 
school player of the year after breaking 
Ken Hall’s 51-year-old national prep 
record with 12,124 yards rushing. That 
June, Henry made an official visit to 
Alabama. Rumors were swirling that the 
coach planned to convert him to line- 
backer. When the topic came up in 
Saban’s office, the coach leaned back in 
his giant leather executive chair, his arms 
folded across his chest as if trying to 
restrain himself. After a while, Saban 


CHAMPIONSHIP 
DRIVE 


couldn't take the conversation anymore. Good thing, it turns out, 
because the stern, direct approach that’s so irksome to many is 
what Henry liked the most about Saban. “There's one person in 
this whole building who makes every damn decision—me!” Saban 
shouted, rocking forward and bounding to his feet. “And I’m 
telling you: You are an Alabama running back.” 

For most of his freshman year, though, Henry had to take 
Saban’s word for it. Henry scored 55 touchdowns as a senior in 
high school; his goal as a true college freshman was 1,500 yards 
rushing. Instead, by December 2013 he was fourth on the depth 
chart and had carried the ball just 28 times. When he was back 
home in Yulee during Christmas break, there was a summit in 
Medley’s living room to discuss Henry’s growing desire to transfer. 

Henry’s mom was adamant—she wanted him to leave. His 
other mentors told him to stay put. “You're a man now,” Medley 
told him, “the final decision is yours.” 
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When Henry got on the plane to return 
to Tuscaloosa, “none of us were sure what 
he was gonna do,” Medley says. “It could 
have gone either way.” 

If he was going to stay in Tuscaloosa, 
one thing was certain: The guarded 
Henry would have to open up to people 
outside of Yulee, starting with Saban. It 
was a huge step for the introverted 
freshman, who, even at popular gather- 
ing spots such as Murray’s Grille in 
Yulee, would often ask coaches and 
friends to walk with him so he wouldn't 
have to talk to anyone. 

Back on campus, a meeting was 
arranged. There in Saban’s office, staring 
across a presidential-sized wooden desk 
featuring three national championship 
rings the size of paperweights, Henry 
looked his coach in the eye and politely 
but firmly conveyed his frustrations. 
Then the damnedest thing happened. 
Saban agreed. Instead of exploding in a 
rage, Saban quietly explained that Henry 
needed more time to learn the finer 
points of being a college back, such as 
blitz pickup, audibles and route-running 
(elements of his game, pro scouts would 
soon note, that he struggles with to this 
day). “He talked about how he felt, and 
I talked about how I felt, and everything 
worked out,” Henry says. “He told me 
I’m the kind of player he wants to 
represent the program.” 

Saban meant every word. Elevated to 
the No. 2 running back for the Sugar 
Bowl, Henry ran wild. He piled up 161 
all-purpose yards and two touchdowns. 


After the game, Medley’s phone rang back 


in Yulee. “It’s funny,” Henry said, “how 
one game can change your life.” 


THE NEXT SEASON, while technically the 
backup to T.J. Yeldon, Henry led the 
2014 Crimson Tide with 990 yards 
rushing. In January, Yeldon declared for 


the NFL draft. A few weeks after Alabama 
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“TTSAYSALOT THAT HE 
THE ONE WHO GAN TURN 
NIGH OABAN INTO A SOFTY.” 


J.T. MEDLEY, DERRICK HENRY’S MENTOR 


Ahan 


TEAM LEADER 

Henry accounted for 
nearly 45 percent of 
Alabama’s offense in 
the final five games 
of the season. In 

the first eight? Just 
30.9 percent. 


THE NEW LEGEND 


Henry set an 

SEC record for most 
rushing yards in 

a season, eclipsing 
Herschel Walker 
(1,891). 


had been upset by Ohio State in the 
national semifinal, Tide H-back Michael 
Nysewander was headed out of town for 
the weekend when he realized he’d left his 
wallet in his locker. At 5:30 the next 
morning, the entire Bama football facility 
was deserted and dark when Nysewander 
slipped in to grab his wallet. As he was 
walking out, he saw a sliver of light in the 
distance and heard the sound of clanking 
steel coming from the weight room. 
Nysewander crept up and peeked around 
the corner. It was Henry, all by himself, 
his trademark ponytail dreads soaked in 
sweat, halfway through a workout. “The 
kind of person he is, the work he does,” 
Nysewander says, “anyone is gonna love 
and respect the heck out of Derrick, 
including Coach Saban.” 

For the Bama coach, it goes back to 
Sept. 19, to the way Henry and the rest of 
the team responded after a 43-37 home 
loss to Ole Miss in which Alabama 
struggled at quarterback, turned the ball 
over five times and gave up 433 yards on 
defense. “I never thought this team, after 
the Ole Miss game, would make it,” Saban 
says. After Bama’s other running back, 
Kenyan Drake, broke his arm on Nov. 14 
against Mississippi State, Saban says 
Henry put the team on his back, allowing 
the Tide to double down on Saban’s 
formula of ball-control offense and a 
swarming, nasty defense. 

For the strategy to work, Henry had to 
average 35 carries a game against his 
final six SEC opponents. When he broke 
Bo Jackson's Iron Bowl record with 271 


yards and a TD on 46 carries, Ohio 
State’s Ezekiel Elliott tweeted, “40+ 
carries ... Must be nice lol.” It was 
working, though. In the SEC title game, 
with a 22-point lead midway through the 
fourth quarter and the Bama defense 
holding Florida to 15 yards rushing and 
zero conversions on third down, Saban 
tried to sit Henry. But when the Gators 
scored on a three-play drive, Saban 
conceded to an unhappy Henry and put 
him back in the game. He then carried 
the ball eight straight times to secure 
Alabama’s first back-to-back SEC titles 
since the Bear Bryant era. 

A few moments later, while standing 
with Saban on the postgame podium, 
Henry received the game’s MVP award. 
As “Sweet Home Alabama” played and 
the Crimson Tide student section 
chanted “HEIS-MAN, HEIS-MAN,’ 
Henry left Saban’s side, walked through 
the Alabama end zone and climbed 
into the stands. Leaning over the railing, 
he embraced his father and handed him 
the MVP trophy. 

A week later in New York, Henry’s 
father, alongside Saban, watched as 
Henry became just the second Alabama 
player to win the Heisman. “He did 
as much for his team as anybody could 
have done or ever has done for any of 
our teams,” Saban said, before posing 
for pictures. 

And there, as Henry and Saban stood 
together in the spotlight, hip to hip and 
beaming, all the glowing praise and warm 
embraces didn’t seem awkward at all. G 
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BASED ON IN-GAME WIN PROBABILITY 0.9% chance (1:31, 4Q) 


WIN QUALITY 
MEASURED ON 0-100 SCALE 


Michigan St.17  @ Ohio St. 14 
Oklahoma 30 vs. TCU 29 
Clemson 33 vs. Wake Forest 13 


Alabama 56 vs, Charleston Southern 6 


38 vs. lowa St. 35 
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NATYPICALLY rain-doused 
Big Ten evening in 
Columbus, Ohio, the 
Michigan State offense gets 
theballlateanthe fourth quarter of a tie 
game with a chance, finally, to earn respect. 
Despite five seasons with 11 or more 
victories under head coach Mark 
Dantonio, the Spartans had entered this 
game against Ohio State as 13-point 
underdogs—low expectations that reflect 
a general lack of enthusiasm for MSU’s 
, patient, almost drowsy, style of play. 
oo Compounding matters, a shoulder injury 
: has kept Michigan State’s Connor Cook, 
' ao eagas this year’s Big Ten Quarterback of the 
ae 2 ee = } > Year, off the field. Then there is Ohio 
} State itself, the defending national 
rs f. fs champ, winner of 23 straight. Few 
observers gave MSU much of a chance. 
And yet, with 4:07 remaining and the 
game tied at 14, the Spartans take 
possession at OSU’s 48-yard line. With 
Cook on the sideline, Dantonio has 
converted to an option attack, and on 
MSU's first play of the drive, freshman 
tailback LJ Scott runs, predictably, for 
3 yards. In a shocking turn of events, the 
next play is a pass: a 6-yard completion 
to Aaron Burbridge, this year’s Big Ten 
Receiver of the Year. It is MSU’s first 
completed pass of the second half. It will 
also be its last. From there, the Spartans 
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Wideout Felton Davis Ill is the 
epitome of an MSU recruit: 
tough, undervalued and 
focused on the job at hand. 


revert to form. “Coach D had been 
challenging the O-line,” offensive line 
coach Mark Staten says afterward. “He’d 
been challenging them about being able 
to run the ball, to control the clock, to do 
what we consider our trademark. And 
that’s ‘Pound, Green, pound.” 

Over a string of no-frills plays—an 
off-tackle run, a QB keeper, another 
plunge up the gut— MSU bleeds the clock, 
with Scott ultimately shouldering the ball 
to the 23-yard line. With three seconds 
left, Dantonio calls timeout. 

Michigan State junior Michael Geiger 
was the No. 1 kicker in the country 
coming out of high school in Toledo. Still, 
as one of 29 Spartans from Ohio—most of 
whom had attracted little interest from 
the Buckeyes— Geiger, just 5-foot-8, is a 
living embodiment of Michigan State’s 
underdog stature. 

Dantonio has lined up the field goal 
attempt from the right hashmark, 
remembering how in the second quarter 
Geiger had hooked a kick wide left of the 
opposite uprights. And after Geiger 
connects, sure enough, the ball hooks left. 


This time, though, he has aimed out to the 
right, allowing the kick to ride a crosswind 
in a display of patient meteorological faith, 
and the ball sails through the uprights. 
Geiger sprints to the far end of the field, 
his right arm windmilling over and over, as 
if winding the game clock that has already 
expired. He's the latest in a line of unlikely 
Spartans to seize a final moment and 
outlast another foe. 


GEIGER DISPLAYED MORE charisma in that 
celebration than his head coach has in a 
decade’s worth of sideline shots. For a 
man in a position of visible leadership, 
Mark Dantonio is nothing short of an 
introvert. “There are many coaches 
looking to see where the camera is in 
order to get there as fast as they can,” says 
Mark Hollis, Michigan State’s athletic 
director. “Because of that, you sometimes 
don’t get that public sizzle that maybe 
some of the other coaches are getting.” 
Dantonio apprenticed under two head 
coaches who let their wins do the talking: 
Nick Saban at Michigan State in the 90s 
and Jim Tressel at OSU the following 
decade. It wasn’t until age 47, after nearly 
20 years as an assistant at eight pro- 
grams, that Dantonio landed his first 


From 2011 through 
2014, the Spartans 
were the only FBS 
team to be ranked in 
the top 10 in total 
defense every year. 


Mark Dantonio is the 
first Michigan State 
coach to win three 
Big Ten champion- 
ships (2010, 2013, 
2015). 


Dantonio has won at 


least 11 games in 
four of the past 

five years. No other 
MSU coach has won 
more than 10 games 
in a season. 


head-coaching job, at Cincinnati. By then, 
stoicism had baked its way into his DNA, 
his public appearances disarming in their 
lack of charm. 

For the son of a high school principal, 
the younger brother of a tax attorney, 
temperance is a familial trait. So it was 
when Michigan State contacted Dantonio 
to be its new head coach with two games 
remaining in the 2006 season. He told 
the school to be patient. He was still the 
coach of Cincinnati. No matter the 
opportunity before him, he refused to 
engage another school while his own 
season was in progress. Michigan State, 
which had last won a national title 
40 years earlier, could wait a few weeks. 

When he did arrive, he brought eight of 
his nine assistants with him, a buttoned- 
down staff about to sell its brand of 
perseverance to a group of players that 
the blue-chip programs had disregarded. 
“Limitations are brought on by your 
mind,” says Staten, who has followed 
Dantonio from Ohio State to Cincinnati 
to Michigan State. “We never came here 
thinking there were any limitations.” 
Perhaps they hadn’t checked a map. 


IT HAS LONG been MSU’s misfortune to 
share a state with the most victorious 
program in college football history. 
But in this Year of the Spartan, the 
Michigan game on Oct. 17, five weeks 
before Ohio State, especially encapsu- 
lated Sparty’s good fortune. 

Through 59 minutes and 50 seconds, 
MSU, on balance, outplayed Michigan, 
outgaining the Wolverines by 156 yards. 
Still, the Spartans never led and were 
down 23-21 with just one Michigan punt 
remaining, from the MSU 47-yard line. 
But punter Blake O’Neill flubbed the 
snap, then compounded his predica- 
ment. He tried to scoop up the ball and 
kick it but was mauled by freshman 
backup safety Grayson Miller and sent 
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BRUSHED 
CLEAN 
FEELING 


after an innocent 
“let’s grab coffee” 
got you more 
than just coffee. 
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THE APPRENTICE 


AT THE GOODYEAR Cotton Bowl Classic 
on Dec. 31, Mark Dantonio will attempt 
to do something that no former Nick 
Saban assistant has ever done: beat 
Nick Saban. 

The Crimson Tide have gone head-to- 
head with bygone members of Saban’s 
staffs eight times since 2010. The score: 
311 to 88, professor over pupils. In five 
of those games, Saban’s defenses have 
held his protégés to 10 points or fewer. 
Michigan State did manage a touch- 
down in Dantonio’s one previous 
meeting with his old boss, in the 2011 
Capital One Bowl, but that was only after 
the Tide had built a 49-0 lead. 

And if coaching against Saban 
isn’t fun, coaching next to him is no joy 
ride either. 

The lights in the coaches’ office 
at Michigan State were hardly ever 
extinguished in the five years that 
Dantonio worked as a defensive backs 
assistant under Saban, from 1995 
to ’99. On the rare night when he 
wasn’t watching film, Dantonio would 
often meet with current MSU athletic 
director Mark Hollis (then an associate 
AD) to vent about the ceaseless 
grind that has made many Saban 
disciples question their commitment 
to the profession. 

“It’s difficult,” Dantonio says. “There 
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are challenges. But my relationship with 
Coach Saban is excellent. He’s truly a 
mentor of mine.” 

The two men wear similar stony 
expressions on the sideline, and both 
subscribe to punch-you-in-the-teeth 
schematic philosophies. But Dantonio 
has developed his own coaching 
persona in the 15 seasons since he last 
shared a meeting room with Saban. He 
has been a head coach for 12 of those 
years—three at Cincinnati—and has 
grown more confident in his skin with 
each passing Big Ten title (two in the 
past three years). Perhaps even more 
impressive, when Hollis drives by the 
Spartans’ practice facility some nights, 
he sees nothing but dark windows. 
“Mark is one of the great family men in 
coaching,” he says. “The relationship 
with student-athletes is paramount 
with Mark. More than strategy and 
execution, his No. 1 value is the relation- 
ships he develops.” 

Going against his mentor’s iron- 
fisted methods has certainly started 
paying dividends: Dantonio’s 36 wins 
over the past three seasons is second 
only to Urban Meyer and Jimbo Fisher 
(37]—and one more than Saban. And 
the Spartans have every intention of 
padding their head coach’s lead on New 
Year’s Eve in Dallas. —-DAN MURPHY 


spinning, his arm somehow colliding with the 
ball, batting it sideways like the world’s worst 
lateral, to MSU’s Jalen Watts-Jackson. He 
caught it midair and midstride, with a wall of 
Spartans around him. 

Thirty-eight yards later, Watts-Jackson fell 
into the end zone and was consumed by a pile of 
Spartans—unfortunate, as his hip was fractured 
and dislocated on the play. For the little-used 
sophomore defensive back from outside 
Detroit who got scant interest from any other 
FBS program, the season was over. But thanks 
to him, a midlevel recruit patiently waiting his 
turn to shine, Sparty’s season was not. 

“Life gets flipped upside down,” Dantonio 
said after the 27-23 win, almost betraying a 
hint of emotion. “We come out on the top end 
of it. I hope our program’s been validated now. 
We're not the weak sisters there. We can play.” 


IF DOUBTERS REMAINED, then they just haven’t 
been paying attention. Since 2010, Michigan 
State is tied for the fifth-most victories in the 
country and has won three Big Ten titles (to 
Ohio State’s one). And as much as the Spartans 
love to pummel the Wolverines, whom they've 
topped seven of the past eight years, their 
national reputation now hinges more on 
beating the Buckeyes. 

Dantonio is 3-4 against Ohio State, with all 
three wins coming in the past five years. But 
his patience as a coach has never been more 
pivotal than this year, forging ahead without 
his star quarterback, Connor Cook. 

Late in the third quarter at Columbus, down 
14-7, the Spartans get the ball at their own 25. 
With his offense scoring just once while in the 
hands of backups Tyler O’Connor and Damion 
Terry, Dantonio never loses faith in his 
approach. Calling a dozen running plays (the 
one pass on the drive was incomplete), MSU 
soaks up six and a half minutes to plod down 
the field until, on second-and-goal from the 2, 
tailback Gerald Holmes wriggles free from two 
defenders before reaching across the goal line 
for the tying touchdown. 

“That drive is not only indicative of the 
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season,” Staten says. “It is the core of what 
this program is.” 


NO ONE IS expecting fireworks two weeks 
later as the Spartans take the field in 
Indianapolis for the Big Ten title game 
against the conference's other blunt force, 
Iowa. Michigan State’s unsexy persis- 
tence, the ability to run the ball and bleed 
the clock, is no longer news. 

Trailing once again late, 13-9, MSU 
gets the ball with 9:31 left and 82 yards to 
go against a Hawkeyes team that hasn’t 
trailed in the fourth quarter all season. In 
what Spartans fans will forever refer to 
as The Drive, MSU calls five passes and 


Geiger’s game- 
winning kick in 
Columbus gave 
Sparty the respect 
it has long sought— 
and deserves. 


17 brutalizing runs, converts five third 
downs and one fourth, and packs a game’s 
worth of drama into one possession. 

As Michigan State inches down the 
field, a sense of inevitability overcomes 
Lucas Oil Stadium. “I just said, “We've 
been here before, we know how to do 
this,” Hollis says. “That’s what Coach 
Dantonio emphasizes all along.” 

The optimism detectably shifts among 
the 60,000 fans from Iowa’s faithful 
to Michigan State’s. The Hawkeyes are 
wearing down under Mark Dantonio’s 
withering waiting game, which will 
see the Spartans hold the ball for an 
eternal 9:04. 
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“We call our offseason program the 
fourth-quarter program for a reason,” says 
senior linebacker Darien Harris. “We put 
a lot of stock in that. It means we've got to 
outlast teams in the fourth quarter, when 
it really matters. We can’t get tired. We've 
got to play our best ball in the fourth 
quarter. Game in and game out, we show 
we have the ability to do that.” 

With 33 seconds remaining and a 
berth in the College Football Playoff at 
stake, Michigan State is at Iowa’s l-yard 
line. The ensuing play, “Jack across,” 
calls for center Jack Allen, who has lined 
up at tight end, to motion left. This is 
a feint. At the snap, LJ Scott takes the 
handoff and dashes right, behind 
fullback Trevon Pendleton. 

Scott is hit first at the 3 by linebacker 
Josey Jewell, but he sheds that tackle and 
another lunging effort from outside 
linebacker Ben Niemann. Turning toward 
the goal line, he is then met in force by 
defensive back Desmond King and 
linebacker Cole Fisher, both men having 
pursued from across the formation to 
collide, almost simultaneously, with Scott. 
For a second, the three are locked in 
stasis, the two Hawkeyes straining against 
the Spartan. Scott, twisting away, rights 
himself and—as Jewell and Niemann 
rejoin the fray, four Hawkeyes clinging to 
him—lunges for the goal. And then this: 
Iowa senior defensive end Melvin Spears, 
having lined up on the opposite end of the 
line, is now laterally sprinting across the 
goal line toward Scott. 

But the game seems to slow down for 
Scott, who eyes Spears and pauses in the 
pile to raise the ball in his right hand, 
letting Spears fly under it. Then he reaches 
out, breaking the plane of the goal line as 
five Hawkeyes tumble around him—an 
astonishingly patient final play sending the 
astonishingly patient Michigan State 
Spartans into the College Football Playoff. 

The wait is finally over. B 
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PLAYOFF TEAMS THROUGH WEEK 13 


CHANCE OF WINNING CONFERENCE TITLE GAME* 


IVD 


Clemson Alabama _ Michigan St. 


*OKLAHOMA [BIG 12) DOES NOT PLAY A CONFERENCE TITLE GAME. 


WIN QUALITY 

MEASURED ON O-100 SCALE 
Oklahoma 58 @ Oklahoma St. 23 
Alabama 29 @ Auburn 13 


Michigan St.55 vs. Penn St. 16 


Clemson 37 @ South Carolina 32 


UNLIKELIEST COMEBACK OF THE WEEK 
BASED ON IN-GAME WIN PROBABILITY 

46 @ Rutgers 41 
4.3% chance (2:34, 2Q) 
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DEED OF DOUBT 


By Anthony Olivieri 


FIRST TWO OUT? TOO BAD, SO 
SAD. (SAYONARA, STANFORD! 
AND IOWA, AND OHIO STATE ...) 


JOHN ANDERSON: Clemson, 
Alabama, Michigan State and 
Oklahoma are the four best 
teams, easily. 

JOHN BUCCIGROSS: But Ohio 
State could win it all. Stanford 
could win it all. Maybe even a 
couple of other teams too. 

JA: You're right. There are four 
other teams that could win the 
national title that aren’t in the 
playoff. But I’m all right that 
they’re not in! That’s OK. Because 
last year you didn’t have eight 
teams that could win it all. You 
had two that were clamoring on 
the outside. And | would rather 
leave two teams out than have 
six good ones and two undeserv- 
ing ones. I’d rather say, “You 
know what, better luck next year.” 


BECAUSE EIGHT IS JUST 
SUBTRACTION BY ADDITION. 


JB: We know you're better off 
losing early in the season than 
late. The tension of each week is 
what makes college football what 
it is. lf you add more games, you 
could take away from that. 

JA: Plus, it’s hard enough to 
delineate 4 and 5. Now, how are 
you going to tell the difference 
between 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10? That's 
going to make it even worse! | 
think the more games you play, 
the less chance you have of 
crowning a true champion. That 
is my one problem with the NCAA 


tournament. | think the best 
team in the country has won the 
NCAA basketball tournament 
about two of every five years. 
It’s not often. 


DOES INCLUDING CONFERENCE 
CHAMPS AUTOMATICALLY 
HELP? MAYBE, MAYBE NOT. 


JB: In an eight-team playoff, 
you get five teams right away, so 
you just need to come up with 
three more to fill it out. | think it’s 
pretty reasonable to assume you 
can get to eight. 

JA: Maybe, but look at this sea- 
son. USC showed it was great at 
times. And there were times USC 
was awful. So what happens if 

it beat Stanford in the Pac-12 
title game? Then co we feel the 
same way about letting every 
conference champion in? 
Because here’s four-loss USC. 


JUST FOR KICKS 


CLEMSON vs. 8 NOTRE DAME 


CLEMSON 


ALABAMA vs. 7 OHIO STATE 


ALABAMA 


MICHIGAN STATE vs. 6 STANFORD 


So what if we had an eight-team playoff this season? We look into 
FPI’s crystal ball to see how the opening round would play out. 


One time you're going to get a 
couple of conference champions 
that are just dogs. 


AND IF YOU THINK ABOUT IT, 
THE PLAYOFF ISN’T REALLY 
ONLY FOUR TEAMS ANYWAY. 


JA: This year was a five-team 
playoff. lowa and Michigan State 
played the first-round game. 

JB: If we went to eight, lowa 
would still probably be in it. Then 
what does that game mean? 
That game loses all its juice. 

JA: And as good as Alabama was, 
it’s fun to watch the Tide play 

on the edge. Once they lost to 
Ole Miss, they had to win them 
all. They go and lose to Auburn? 
That's a disaster. It’s kind of fun 
that they used up their mulligan. 
So to some degree, we see four 
as the final number. But this year 
is proof: It’s larger than that. 


53% 


54% 


SU 58% 


OKLAHOMA vs. 5 IOWA 


OKLAHOMA Fi 


Look for SportsCenter on the Road 
POWERED by FORD in Glendale, AZ for the 
College Football Playoff on January 11, 2016. 
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CHANCE OF WINNING NATIONAL TITLE 


Alabama Michigan St. Oklahoma 


WIN QUALITY 
MEASURED ON 0-100 SCALE 


Clemson 45 vs. North Carolina 37* 
Alabama 29 vs, Florida 15** 
Michigan St.16 vs. lowa 13*** 
Oklahoma 


Clemson 


UNLIKELIEST COMEBACK OF THE WEEK 
BASED ON IN-GAME WIN PROBABILITY 


24 vs. West Virginia 23: 23.8% chance (14:00, 40} 
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LEVELS OF THE PLAYING FIELD 


RUSHING: EPA RANKS PASSING: EPA RANKS 


OKLAHOMA 


VB. 
CLEMSON 


OFFENSE DEFENSE OFFENSE DEFENSE OFFENSE DEFENSE i OFFENSE DEFENSE 
OKLAHOMA i CLEMSON OKLAHOMA : CLEMSON 


RUSHING: EPA RANKS PASSING: EPA RANKS 


MICHIGAN ST. 
VB. 
ALABAMA 


OFFENSE DEFENSE i OFFENSE DEFENSE OFFENSE DEFENSE : OFFENSE DEFENSE w@ ; 425 ae rn 
MICHIGAN STATE : ALABAMA MICHIGAN STATE : ALABAMA : ; ~ AS ¥ 


*Expected points added measures how many points a unit contributes to the team’s scoring margin. 


QUARTERBACK READS 


_ BAKER MAYFIELD | OKLAHOMA 


. COMPLETION PERCENTAGE YARDS PER ATTEMPT 


fr os 3) 


SDESHAUN WATSON | CLEMSON 


OVERALL 
68.6% (No. 3] 


20-PLUS YARDS 
50.0% (No. 5) 


JAKE COKER | ALABAMA 


COMPLETION PERCENTAGE 


OVERALL 20-PLUS YARDS 
85.7% (No. 8] 41.2% (T19] 


amy, fb 
: ; (No. 36) 


FROM TOP: JOSHUA S. KELLY/USA TODAY SPORTS; TROY TAGRMINA/USA TODAY SPORTS 


COMPLETION PERCENTAGE YARDS PER ATTEMPT 
© OVERALL 20-PLUS YARDS 
* «69.5% (No. 2] 44.6% (No. 12) 
£ (No. = 
CONNOR COOK | MICHIGAN STATE 
QBR 75.6 (Power 5 rank: 17) 
COMPLETION PERCENTAGE YARDS PER ATTEMPT 
OVERALL :  20-PLUS YARDS 
56.9% (No. 45) 50.8% (No. 4) 
lal # a 20) 


YARDS PER ATTEMPT 


v 


CHAMPIONSHIP DRIVE 


Now, here’s a tale of two types of QBs. Oklahoma-Clemson features megawatt dual 
threats—one a Heisman finalist, the other a fourth-place finisher for the hardware. 
Michigan State-Alabama? A pair of pro-style passers who haven't always nailed the 
pro or the style in 2015. Here's how the four quarterbacks stack up. —D.B.6. 


fas §=QBR 82.3 (Power 5 rank: 7) 


TOTAL TDs 
42 (T1) 


QBR 868.6 (Power 5 rank: 3) 


TOTAL TDs 
41 (No. 3] 


TOTAL TDs 
24 (T21} 


LB REGGIE RAGLAND QBR 69.3 (Power 5 rank: 26) 


TOTAL TDs 
19 (T36) 
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STRENGTHS, IN NUMBERS 


We took a magnifying glass to the strength vs. strength matchups that will be on display come Dec. 31. 
For Oklahoma and Clemson, the outcome might hinge on which quarterback shines brightest. As for 
Michigan State and Alabama? It’s the ground game that will get both teams up and running. —D.B.. 


BLITZ-HAPPY 


Mayfield, who completed 
75.8 percent of his passes 
when targeting Sterling 
Shepard, was also effective 
vs. five-plus pass rushers this 
season: 63.8 percent comple- 
tion rate, 13 TDs, 0 INTs. 
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MAH {SOONERS 


CLEMSON 


CLEMSON DEFENSE 
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RED-HOT IN THE RED ZONE 
MICHIGAN STATE OFFENSE 


The Tigers brought 
five-plus on 37 
percent of opponent 
dropbacks in 2015, 
holding QBs toa 12.3 
QBR [third-lowest 
rate in the Power 5) 
and a 40.4 comple- 
tion percentage 
(second lowest). 


Sparty cashes in from 
inside the 20, reaching the 
end zone on 70 percent of 
drives (tied for sixth best 
in the Power 5). Of its 

35 red zone TDs, 20 came 
on the ground—and nine 
from LJ Scott alone. 


MICHIGAN ST. 
V8. 
ALABAMA 


The Tide absolutely clamped 
down on opponents’ 

red zone ground games this 
year, allowing just 0.7 yards 
per rush and five touch- 
downs—both Power 5 bests. 
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DEEP IMPACT 
OKLAHOMA DEFENSE 


OU had 19 INTs this year (tied for 
second most in the Power 5], seven 
on passes thrown 20-plus yards 
downfield. The Sooners have had at 
least one such interception in each 
of their past four games, the longest 
active streak among Power 5 teams. 


Nearly a quarter of Watson’s 
throws of 20-plus yards went 
for touchdowns in 2015 (16 
in all), the best rate among 


24.6% Power 5 quarterbacks. 


UP FRONT AND COMING 
MICHIGAN STATE DEFENSE 


Led by DE Shilique Calhoun, 
MSU’s defensive front 
quickly bottles up runners 
when it crowds the box 
with eight-plus defenders: 
0.2 yards before contact 
allowed per rush (second 
best in the Power 5) and 
1.8 ypc overall (sixth best). 


ALABAMA OFFENSE 


Derrick Henry gained an 
FBS-best 1,986 rush yards. 
More than half (57.4%) came 
before contact (3.4 yards 
before contact per carry). 


57.4% 
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Want to know exactly how the playoff will pan out? We ran FPI projections to determine each team’s chance 
to beat its semifinal foe, plus the two other playoff teams should it advance to the final. The numbers are in: 
Like last year, FPI sees yet another No. 4 seed national champ in our future. Oklahoma for the win. —D.B.6. 


FP] CHANCE TO WIN 
vs. CLEMSON 


OKLAHOMA 


Vv Vv 


No. 4 seed? According to FPI, Oklahoma is the 
No. 1 team in the country heading into playoff season— 
a spot it has held since Week 10. 


The Tigers are also top-ranked, in both ESPN’s strength 
of record and game control.* In its 13 games, Clemson 
trailed for a total of just 62 minutes. 


vS. ALABAMA 


ALABAMA 


Vv Vv 


At No. 14, Sparty is the lone playoff team not ranked in 
FPI’s top 10, but it thrives as an underdog: 6-1 in the 
last seven games in which its opponent was favored. 


Bama faced the second-toughest schedule in the nation 
in 2015 (no other playoff team’s slate was higher than 
No. 24), so the Tide are used to rolling top competition. 


*Strength of record reflects the chance that an average Top 25 team would match or exceed a team’s record, given the schedule. 
Game control reflects the chance that an average Top 25 team would control games the way the team did, given the schedule. 
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SPORTSNATION 


WHO WILL WIN THIS 
SEASON'S NATIONAL 
CHAMPIONSHIP? 


CLEMSON |MICHIGAN ST. 


33% 26% 
ALABAMA OKLAHOMA 


FPI PROJECTS THE 
BEST OF THE REST 


CHICK-FIL-A PEAGH BOWL 


Houston vs. Florida State 
Dec. 31, noon ET, ESPN 


Florida State 


12.8% 


chance to win 


BATTLEFROG FIESTA BOWL 


Notre Dame vs. Ohio State 
Jan. 1, 1 p.m. ET, ESPN 


Ohio State 


09.0% 


chance to win 


ROSE BOWL GAME 


Presented by 
Northwestern Mutual 
Stanford vs. lowa 
Jan. 1, 5 p.m. ET, ESPN 


Stanford 


68.8% 


chance to win 


ALLSTATE SUGAR BOWL 


Oklahoma State vs. Ole Miss 
Jan. 1, 8:30 p.m. ET, ESPN 


Ole Miss 


64.7% 


chance to win 


aie 
+ =. 


z * aie \ x ‘ = 
‘shown with options. Production model 
> ~ 


vw 
(| 


4 
¥ 


« - 


MARS 
SIMULATION 


FACILITY 


: 
ar 


pi Pa 
o> i af = hese 


— _ ee 


= os Lt) 
-—p- 
ai au my 
nt _ > seemed posmmmed * 


BY 
HOWARD 
BRYANT 


-——_<_—_ 


Thanks for the Memories Like so much of history, the 
record of Red Sox owner Tom Yawkey is fraught, painful, 
ugly. All the more reason to discuss it, not erase it. 


oodrow Wilson died nearly 92 years ago, but the spirit of activism 
that has defined post-Ferguson America has forced a reconsideration 
of his legacy. As the country’s first elected Southern president 
following the Civil War, the Virginia-born Wilson used his office to further undo 
Reconstruction. In the four decades after the war, federal offices had been integrated. 
Wilson reintroduced segregation in federal civil service, stripping African-Americans of 
jobs and dignity. He reintroduced segregation to cafeterias, water fountains and bath- 
rooms, using the world’s most powerful office to put black people back where they were. 

The Confederate flag has been taken down from the South Carolina statehouse, and now 
student protesters at Princeton University want Wilson's name removed from campus 
buildings too. A similar retrofitting is in motion in sports. Native Americans want the 
Washington football team renamed, while Boston Globe columnist Adrian Walker has 
revisited an old question: whether to remove the late Tom Yawkey’s name from the 
Red Sox’s address. The Yawkey family owned the Red Sox from 1933 until 2002, and 
Boston was among the first teams to look at Jackie Robinson and Willie Mays. But the 
state threatened to sue the organization for discrimination in the 1950s, and the Sox were 
the last MLB team to integrate, with the promotion of Elijah “Pumpsie” Green in 1959. 

Young people are challenging the old ways of memorializing with a message: If this 
land belongs to all, it’s time to recognize the forgotten and to challenge old monuments. 
But this is not entirely new. In the early 1980s, the southeast connector in Boston that 
snakes through Roxbury was named Melnea Cass Boulevard, after the legendary local 
women’s and civil rights activist, just as San Francisco took Army Street (which cuts 
through the heart of the Latino Mission District) and renamed it Cesar Chavez Street in 
1995. Virtually all major cities have a Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard (though King’s 
vision of togetherness is undermined by those streets often being relegated to predomi- 
nantly black neighborhoods), and many cities also have streets named after Malcolm X. 
Each is a case of underrepresentation: women, African-Americans and Latinos receiving 
overdue recognition, a gesture that insists that they too count. 

The Confederate flag symbolizes a culture based on slavery and white supremacy. The 
term “Redskins” is obviously offensive. One is going. The other needs to go. Wilson and 


Yawkey, however, are harder cases. To erase them is to erase the 
record of whom their prominence helped—and whom it did not. 
In 1977, the year after Yawkey died, a portion of Jersey Street 

was renamed Yawkey Way. For generations of fans, it seems the 
Red Sox always have played on Yawkey Way. This is appropriate. 
The Red Sox are eternally a part of Tom Yawkey and he a part of 
them. Eradicating his memory creates the illusion that the Sox were 
not a racist organization, which they were, and further suggests 
that removing his name salves the wound, which it does not. 

Keeping the name in many ways is a more powerful statement. 
Yawkey Way should come with education, a plaque of explanation 
of the man in full dimension, representing what he meant both 
for the people who revel in Yawkey lore and those who suffered 
during his dynasty. For 70 years—43 years of his ownership and 
27 more under his widow, Jean, and the Yawkey Trust—the 
Red Sox were a white team for white fans. This is indisputable, 
and his record should be discussed, not erased to accommodate 
a changing world. Even worse is the historical dishonesty toward 
Wilson, how often the depths of his racism are omitted from his 
story. As a result of this denial, the Princeton protesters have 
been unfairly branded as “coddled,’ though they have stated that 
one of their goals is to have his legacy explained, not erased. 
Wilson’s name represents hostility. Their presence represents 
victory over his legacy. They need to coexist. 

History cannot be scrubbed clean, and renaming a street does 
not heal the damage of a man who owned one of the richest 
teams in sports during the greatest gold rush of black talent in 
American sports history—and wound up with Pumpsie Green as 
his haul. The danger greater than leaving Yawkey Way intact is 
pretending that The Yawkey Way never existed in the first place. 
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Forget me. 


Forget my number. 


Forget my name. 


Forget I ever existed. Re 
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IDE and the G BOLT 


Forget the medals won, the records broken and the sacrifices made. 


I want to leave a legacy where the ball keeps rolling 
Where the next generation accomplishes thin 


that Iam no longer remembered. 


So, forget me. WAMBACH 
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